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Phantom Horde 


Beings made of light — a deadly danger to all life in 
the Milky Way! 


Clark Darlton 


It is the year 2114 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket — the 
prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. 


Most of the races of the Milky Way already know that it’s better to have the 
Terrans as friends rather than enemies. After the Springers and the Aras, 
the galactic medical masters, others have also come to this realization, 
such as the Akons of the Blue System. And so, since the 10th of September 
of 2113 an alliance between Terrans, the Arkonides and the Akons has 
been in effect although this so-called Galactic Alliance has been resting on 
shaky foundations. The Akons have renounced the Arkonides; as being 
inferior, and also the Terrans are not tolerated by the Blue System — as was 
emphatically demonstrated by their sending out the “Agents of 
Destruction.” 


So the general situation in the Milky Way is far from being rosy, although 
in the meantime the Terrans have succeeded somewhat in clearing up the 
mystery of the Posbis and the Laurins. However, much remains to be 
explained. On the world of 100 suns, the hate relay had forced the Posbis 
to attack all organic life in a blind frenzy. Now that it has been destroyed, 
Perry is faced with the burning question: has this action really been as 
successful as they had hoped? 


Perry Rhodan and his followers have finally decided to go to the energy 
being on Wanderer for advice — and thus the strangest adventure ever 
experienced is begun: humans meet THE PHANTOM HORDE... ! 


The PERRY RHODAN series and characters were 
created by Walter Ernsting and Karl-Herbert Scheer. 


© 1964 Pabel-Moewig Verlag KG, Rastatt. 


Original Title: “Armee der Gespenster” 


Series Editor & Translator: Wendayne Ackerman 


English Language Representative: Forrest J Ackerman 


English Language Copyright ©, 1979, by Master Publications 


This eText Edition, 2021 


THE CENTRAL FIGURES OF THE NOVEL — 

Perry Rhodan — The First Administrator takes a wrong step — in the right 
direction! 

The Immortal — the energy being on Wanderer pays /t’s debts. 

Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2ndincommand doesn’t like to sleep with cats. 
Pucky — the mousebeaver is always a target for “Immortal” humor. 


Betty Toufry and Ishi Matsu — these female mutants are due for their 
biological Cell shower. 


Ras Tschubai and Andre Noir — backup mutants for the expedition. 
John Marshall — chief of the Mutant Corps. 

Commodore Jefe Claudrin — Cmdr. of the THEODORICH 

Van Moders — the robotics expert saves the day. 

Dr. Bernard Keller — an expert on linear spacedrive systems. 


Col. Reg Thomas — the First Officer uses his weapons to make the Luxites 
dance. 


Maj. Slide Nacro — chief engineer of the THEODORICH 
Adm. Marco Rabelli — chief of the Pluto station. 

Col. Frank — com chief, Pluto 

Homunk -— the robot servant of the Immortal. 


Atlan — the Imperator of Arkon keeps the home front on alert. 


FAR CALL TO DANGER 


The room was semicircular. The seats were arranged in a wide arc facing 
the one straight wall, which consisted of a giant viewscreen. The milky 
white screen revealed a reduced view of the Pluto station but it was clearly 
recognizable. The energy dome over the spaceport was barely visible. 
Beneath it were the action ready units of the fleet. 


Perry Rhodan had his hands on the speaker’s table and was leaning slightly 
forward in order to see everyone clearly. He was countering an objection 
made by one of the mutants. “I know, I know,” he said. “Scientists always 
bring up every possible argument so that not the slightest error may creep 
into their calculations. This is in the nature of things — and it’s the nature of 
scientists, too.” He waited until a ripple of amusement had subsided and 
then continued. “But it’s this characteristic of scientists that we value the 
most and to which we often owe our lives. It’s true that we’ve penetrated 
the mystery of the Posbis and their origin, but that doesn’t remove the 
element of danger. We still don’t know what effect the destruction of the 
so-called hate circuit is going to have on the robots. If the plasma manages 
to achieve a complete control of the Posbis, we will have nothing to fear, 
but the unknown beings of Mechanica had a special fondness for surprises 
— and not always pleasant ones.” 


“But what about the world of a hundred suns? The stockily built man with 
the stubbly red hair who had intervened with this question was Reginald 
Bell. He stood up and looked around the room. “Didn’t we find the central 
world of the Posbis and put the hatecircuit out of commission? So what 
could happen to us now? The plasma is friendly to us, there can be no 
doubt of that. Its origin is in the Andromeda nebula and... .” 


“Which is no guarantee for its friendly disposition,” Rhodan interrupted 
him somewhat caustically, but then added earnestly: “Of course we must 
assume that Bell is right. At any rate we’ll not pass up the chance someday, 
in the distant future, to search for the home world of the plasma — that is, 
when we will be capable of bridging the vast abyss between the galaxies.” 
Bell sat down as another man got to his feet in his place. This was the robot 
technologist, Van Moders. Actually he was not only a technologist but also 
a psychologist — for robots. 


“I warn you urgently not to overestimate the capabilities of the plasma. 
Admittedly, it was the cause of the feared double reaction of the Posbis — 
that is, we feared it because we could never know how a Posbi was going 
to react to us. The hate circuit triggered attacks against us, and the plasma 
gave the counterorder. So far, well and good, but now that the hate circuit 
no longer exists, why don’t we hear from the robots? ’'m afraid we’ve 
overlooked something.” 


“Or the central plasma brains on the world of a hundred suns have 
overlooked something,” retorted Rhodan calmly. “We must wait and see. 
Anyway, Van Moders, I’m still grateful to you for your suggestion to visit 
the planet of the Barkonides. If anybody in the galaxy knows anything 
about the long forgotten past it should be the Barkonides on their 
wandering planet. From them we may glean the clues that we’re 
desperately searching for, which we need so urgently. I have to admit that I 
hadn’t thought of the Barkonides in this regard, and that it was Van Moders 
who brought it to my attention.” 


The Terran and Arkonide scientists present nodded their approval. They 
were to accompany the expedition, whereas Akon scientists were not 
permitted to go along. The inhabitants of the Blue System, who were the 
ancestral race of the Arkonides, had continued to withdraw from the mutual 
alliance, increasingly so as the danger of the Posbis and the Laurins 
diminished. Rhodan saw no reason to inform them of his latest plans. 


A highpitched little voice chirped from the background. “Here comes the 
Admiral. He’s so curious to find out what’s going on that he’s about ready 
to strip his gears. I’d sure keep him dangling!” 


Rhodan looked toward this speaker. “The Admiral is a person worthy of 
respect, Pucky.” There was a note of reprimand in his voice. “And I can’t 
blame Rabelli for being curious. Besides, he isn’t a telepath like you.” 


Pucky the mousebeaver was seated in the back row between Betty Toufry 
and Ishi Matsu. He giggled mischievously but refrained from making any 
further comments. 


Seconds later, Rabelli entered the room. He knew all of Rhodan’s 
companions and had already exchanged a few words with most of them 
here and there, but today was the first time that he was being allowed to 
take part in one of their numerous discussions. He reported in, but in his 
eagerness he failed to hear Pucky’s muttered remark: “As if we couldn’t 
see for ourselves that he’s here...” 


Rhodan shook hands with him and said pleasantly, “We’ve invited you 


here because we didn’t think it was right to leave you ‘dangling’ in 
uncertainty any longer. Please have a seat, Admiral.” 


But the officer remained standing. “Excuse me, sir, but I have to advise you 
that the THEODORICH has just received permission to land. It should 
arrive on Pluto at any moment.” 


Almost everyone present turned automatically to look at the wall-sized 
viewscreen, but there was no sign yet of the gigantic battleship. 


Rhodan raised his brows. “That’s sooner than we expected. Excellent, 
Admiral. I didn’t call you in here a moment too soon.” He waited until 
Rabelli had ceremoniously seated himself and greeted the man next to him. 
Then he continued. “A flight to the synthetic planet ‘Wanderer’ would 
hardly be unusual enough to justify the preparations we have made this 
time. I have had the THEODORICH overhauled and newly equipped. 
Wanderer is our first goal but probably not the final one. We want to know 
how the Posbis are reacting now, but to find that out we must have contact 
with them. The place to find them is out there in the abyss. Maybe we’ll 
have to make a random search, but perhaps we may also pick up some 
clues from the immortal being on Wanderer. He has helped us often enough 
in the past, and if ’'m not mistaken he even owes us something. We’ll 
remind him of that. Our flight to Wanderer will coincide at the same time 
with the scheduled cell-shower treatments for our two mutant ladies, 
Toufry and Matsu. That way we have an official reason for showing up 
there.” 


Admiral Rabelli had listened attentively. His face revealed a hint of his 
disappointment. So they were going to Wanderer. So what? He had 
expected something quite different. Was this what all the big show was 
about — and all this cloak and dagger business? He still didn’t know what 
the rest had already partially learned. 


Rhodan went on. “The THEODORICH is the only ship that can risk 
making a significant thrust into intercosmic space. Only with the 
THEODORICH is it possible to set a course for the nebula in Andromeda, 
even though for the present I consider a direct flight there to be too 
dangerous. Our scientists have pointed out a few problems which I must 
take into consideration. So by no means are we planning a straight flight to 
Andromeda — merely an advance thrust in its direction. And that depends 
on what we find out on Wanderer.” 


“These difficulties you speak of,” said Bell. “What are they? To my way of 


thinking, if you take a ship with linear drive, it’s able to fly practically 
millions of times the speed of light. That should be able to cover any 


distance without any danger. So what difficulties are you talking about?” 


Rhodan gave him a knowing look. “So once again you’re going to show us 
how smart you are by asking wayout questions. I’m convinced that you 
know very well what we’re talking about — but very well, perhaps Dr. 
Keller will be kind enough to give us some brief comments on the subject.” 


Immediately a very slender little darkhaired man got up from the second 
row and came forward to stand next to Rhodan. Keller was a spacedrive 
specialist and a colleague of Dr. Kalup who had developed linear 
propulsion. 


“There are many types of difficulties,’ he said while glancing at Bell. 
“Naturally a ship like the THEODORICH is capable of going a limitless 
distance, in theory, but such a constant load strain could have other 
consequences in terms of unknown effects such as material fatigue. That’s 
one danger. Another is the fact that the void between the galaxies is not as 
empty as we had assumed it was. Here I’m not referring to isolated dark 
planets or even a wandering solar system, but to lines of force. In recent 
years it has become increasingly clear to us that our galaxy and the 
Andromeda nebula are linked by strange magnetic fields. The term is 
inadequate, actually, but I’m using it for lack of a better one. These are 
fields whose nature has not yet been clarified. Their effect on propulsion 
systems or organisms is also an unknown factor. Some of our ships have 
already been to the edges of these fields and have suffered no damage, but 
that should not allow us to become careless. So at the present time a flight 
to Andromeda would not only be premature but also extremely dangerous. 
The stress factors are too high and the engines are not suitable. We’ve 
made some calculations and have reached the conclusion that not even the 
Posbis can reach Andromeda. So it’s not only the distance of nearly 1.5 
million light years that separates us from the nearest galaxy, but also and to 
a greater extent it is the unknown energy fields, the force spirals and 
magnetic currents. But there can be no objection to a limited thrust into the 
abyss.” 


Rhodan thanked him, and Keller went back to his seat. 


“So you see, an expedition to the nebula in Andromeda would be anything 
but a leisurely jaunt. I’m afraid we’re still going to have to wait many years 
before we can risk it. But that shouldn’t hinder us at present from making 
intercosmic probes if they appear to be necessary. Hence the pending flight 
we have prepared for. The position of Wanderer is known to us, thanks to 
recent calculations of the positronic computers. The cargo holds of the 
THEODORICH are filled with spare parts of all types, enough to 


practically replace all vital machinery. Also on board are two hypercom 
transmitters, and the most modem energy weapons and disintegrators, for 
handling any potential hindrances we may encounter out there. In addition 
to provisions for several years there will be the normal crew and a staff of 
specialists. And we, gentlemen, are also included. I think that we can start 
as soon as tomorrow.” 


Admiral Rabelli still showed his disappointment. Apparently he had 
expected revelations of a more sensational nature than a mere flight by 
Rhodan to the planet Wanderer. Rhodan noted his disillusionment and 
smiled. So Pucky had been right again. 


“There’s one more item,” he said, “that is of especial importance to the 
Pluto base. The High Command on Terra has been duly informed about it 
and instructions will be issued. Until my return, the Imperator of Arkon, 
Atlan, will be Commander-in-Chief of our united fleets. We felt this 
measure was necessary since a new attack by the Laurins could come at 
any time. Even though our discovery of the antiflex goggles may have 
eliminated the most fearful feature of these creatures, which is their 
invisibility, they are still not to be underestimated. There’s no danger, 
however, of an infiltration through the Mars transmitter because it’s since 
been deactivated. That’s why, as of now, Pluto is on top alert standby. We 
have to anticipate that the Laurins will attempt to penetrate our solar 
system. The station on Pluto and the patrol ships operating from it will 
receive reinforcements. The Laurins know the Earth’s location.” He nodded 
to Admiral Rabelli. “That’s about it, Admiral. The responsibility for the 
Earth rests on your shoulders. I know that we can count on you.” 


Rabelli was about to answer him when Pucky gave a shout. 
“The THEODORICH - it’s just now landing!” 


Everyone looked at the wall screen. From the depths of space where the 
still, cold light of thousands of stars could be seen, a mighty shape neared 
the spaceport. It was spherical, with a thick bulge around the equator, 
which contained the propulsion engines. The ship had a diameter of 1500 
meters. Even under Pluto’s negligible gravity its weight would have been 
enough to make a deep impression in the surface bedrock. Thus it was 
necessary for the space colossus to always keep its antigrav fields activated 
when using its telescoping landing struts. 

It glided through the giant airlocks of the energy screen and sank toward 


the spaceport. Apparently completely weightless, it set itself down. The 
struts extended. The THEODORICH had landed. 


“We will begin our flight in 20 hours,” said Rhodan, and he turned to the 
Admiral. “Please arrange to have your commanding officers ready for a 
briefing in two hours. Atlan will be in direct communication with you and 
will want to add a few instructions. I will also be there. I thank you, 
gentlemen — and you, too, naturally, ladies!” he added with a smile as he 
made a bow toward the two female mutants. 


Pucky, who sat between them, raised himself up and answered the bow 
with dignity, although it was not to be denied that in every respect he was 
the exact opposite of a lady. 


The linear propulsion system had once been taken over from the Druufs 
and been further developed by Dr. Kalup. The spacedrive was such a 
marvel that it never ceased to fascinate people. With the earlier transition 
jumps a person was practically flying blind. One was dematerialized along 
with the ship while the desired distance was traversed through hyperspace, 
only to rematerialize once the goal was reached. In addition there was the 
distortional pains of the ordeal to be considered, which didn’t make the 
longer stretches any more pleasant. None of this was involved in linear 
flight. 

Here one saw his destination. While flying toward it he could outpace the 
speed of light by millions of times without being overtaken by time. The 
Kalup absorption field held the ship in a so-called semispace, the libration 
zone, where the laws of time remained unviolated. However, space was 
conquered meanwhile as unimaginable distances were covered in the 
shortest possible time. 


Rhodan had often thought that he had found in linear drive the non plus 
ultra of all space propulsion systems, but now he began to suspect that the 
most perfect method of overcoming space and time had not yet been 
discovered. A jump to neighboring Milky Ways was and remained a risk 
that he didn’t dare to take. 


Not yet... 


Pluto sank away and vanished into the depths of space in a matter of 
seconds as the THEODORICH left the solar system behind it. The 
tremendous inertial pressure was not felt because it was neutralized by 
antigravity fields. The ship’s velocity continued to increase until a slow 
apparent motion of the stars revealed that light itself was only creeping by 
comparison. 


According to the calculations of the huge positronicon, Wanderer lay in the 
direction of star cluster M13. This was very convenient because later 
Rhodan had intended to take that route anyway. Before leaving the Milky 
Way he intended to get in touch with Atlan and satisfy himself concerning 
the combat readiness of the “Rim Fleet,” as the combined task force along 
the edge of the galaxy was called. 


To the general surprise of all concerned, there was no particular difficulty 
in locating Wanderer this time. It was spotted more or less on the first try. 


The synthetic planet described a complicated course directly through the 
Milky Way, in the approximate center of which was the Earth. This might 
have been coincidence but Rhodan had never been quite convinced that it 
was. All of his questions in this regard had remained unanswered by the 
Immortal. The timeless energy being had only laughed and then veiled 
itself in silence. 


Rhodan was curious to know in what form /t would present itself this time. 
As a weightless ball of shining light? Or perhaps even as Pucky again? It 
had been a hilarious situation, actually, to suddenly see two Puckys 
simultaneously, who fell into a heated argument with each other. /t had a 
sense of humor which at times seemed to be quite farcical. 


Wanderer was concealed under a time screen and was invisible to human 
eyes, but the tracking instruments clearly indicated that a large object lay 
ahead in the bottomless void. The THEODORICH had ended its flight and 
was now motionless in relation to the Milky Way. The white band of the 
galaxy filled the field of vision in all directions. Here the star density was 
greater than where the home solar system plied its relatively lonely course. 
Aware of not having come here without reasons, owing to the cell showers 
which had become necessary for the two female mutants, Rhodan ordered 
his commander to make a slow approach to the planet. 

It had not yet made contact with them. 

There was always a certain element of surprise in any visit to Wanderer. 
Rhodan often had the impression that the Immortal was bored with his 
eternal existence, yet on the other hand /t was the master of Time — so why 
should such an entity be bored? 

In the Control Central, aside from Jefe Claudrin and Rhodan, Bell and 
several officers were presently on hand. As usual, Pucky sat ensconced on 
his corner couch where Betty Toufry and Ishi Matsu had joined him in 
anticipation of coming events. 


There was no communication from the Immortal. Rhodan ordered the ship 


to approach Wanderer still closer. Very soon now the time screen would be 
reached and would have to be penetrated. Of course that was only possible 
when it was shut off for several seconds, but there was no sure guarantee of 
even that at the moment. Whenever it happened, one experienced a sudden 
transition from the glittering universe to another environment, floating over 
the flat disc of the synthetic planet with its equally synthetic sun, which 
was only visible inside the time screen. 


Claudrin read off the figures on his indicator. “Ten kilometers distance.” 
His usually thunderous voice seen to be slightly muted. “Do we keep 
going?” he asked. 


“Make your approach as if we were going to land. By now Wanderer 
should be visible at any moment. If the Immortal had wanted to he could 
have made contact with us long before this. It’s hard to believe that a 
timeless being suddenly hasn’t any time for us. That’s a paradox, 
incidentally: “timeless.” Nobody has more time than a timeless one.” 


Bell had stepped close to Jefe Claudrin. He stared intently at the forward 
viewscreen which revealed nothing but the distant stars. He shook his head. 
“Tf it weren’t for the instruments,” he said, “I’d think anyone had snapped 
their cables if they tried to tell me there’s a planet and a sun directly 
beneath us. All you see down there is the stars . . .” 


“Reflections,” Rhodan explained curtly. “But — ah! The Immortal has 
removed the barrier!” 


The picture had changed from one second to the next. The darkness of the 
void was replaced by a blinding brightness. Obliquely ahead of the 
THEODORICH floated the gleaming atomic sun which gave light and 
warmth to the synthetic world. Beneath it rolled the familiar fantasy 
landscape of Wanderer. Rhodan suspected that this planet always appeared 
to the Immortal’s visitors exactly as they would have imagined a lost 
paradise to be. Jt seemed to shape the scene according to their wishes, 
taking /ts own pleasure in the process. But this didn’t hinder the entity from 
always inserting new surprises, which added greatly to its amusement. 


Not this time, however. The THEODORICH glided slowly over the wide 
prairies and steppes, crossed over the now familiar ocean with its 
magnificent islands, and finally arrived in the vicinity of the installations 
housing the cell shower. On the open area where Rhodan was accustomed 
to landing, a lone figure stood waiting. It was clearly recognizable and 
grew quickly in size as they sank lower, even waving a greeting to them. 


Bell was startled. “But that’s only Homunk, the servant of the Immortal! A 
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pretty crummy reception committee if you ask me 


“Nobody asked you,” nagged Pucky from the background. He was visibly 
annoyed because Betty has ceased scratching him. 


Rhodan nodded. “It’s Homunk, the robot — or whatever you want to call 
him. I’m completely satisfied with him as our reception committee, Bell. 
You know what moods the Immortal gets into sometimes. He could just as 
well have sent Caesar’s army or a pack of cannibals. At least we know 
Homunk — and he’s a robot who continues to improve.” 


Commodore Claudrin didn’t say a word, being thoroughly occupied with 
the landing maneuver. The gigantic sphere sank down slowly until the 
telescopic struts touched the ground. The solitary figure of the robot had 
stopped beckoning, and only then did Rhodan realize how incongruous it 
was for a robot to be waving friendly greetings. 


Ten minutes later when he floated to the planet’s surface on the antigrav 
field along with Bell, Van Moders and the two female mutants, Homunk, 
was still standing in the same spot before the mysterious establishment of 
the Immortal. He waited motionlessly to receive the visitors. It was very 
unusual that there was an absence of the curious tricks and illusions which 
they were accustomed to expect. Had the Immortal lost his sense of humor, 
or was it just that he wasn’t in the mood? 


Rhodan stepped forward, followed closely by the men and two women. The 
robot had a human appearance and wore a multicolored uniform. His face 
was expressionless and his arms hung loosely at his sides. 


When Rhodan reached him, he spoke in an unusually mild tone of voice. 
“Welcome to Wanderer, Perry Rhodan. Are you bringing two of your 
people for the cell shower treatment?” 


“Yes — these two women,” Rhodan answered. He was not at all surprised 
that Homunk, knew this. “We thank you for your greeting, Homunk, It 
wasn’t possible to notify you because we were not able to establish contact 
with your master.” It was a camouflaged question, actually, which 
Homunk, was quick to answer. “My master is not on Wanderer, Perry 
Rhodan.” 


This was a surprise to Rhodan. He glanced swiftly at Bell, who had joined 
him. Van Moders regarded the vast structures housing the cell shower 
installation with interest, apparently wondering who might have erected 
them. Had he ever been tricked personally by the Immortal’s feats of 
conjuring, he would have definitely ceased to wonder. 


Betty and Ishi stood off to one side and waited in silence. Both of them 


were a bit pale, although this wasn’t their first cell shower treatment. 


“He isn’t here?” asked Rhodan, although he knew full well that it was futile 
to ask Homunk, about the Immortal when even he was trying to be 
inconspicuous. “Well, we'll discuss it later. Now can you see to it that 
these two women receive their treatment?” 


“That is why I am here,” came the pointed answer. Then he turned to the 
female mutants and made a full bow. “May I request the ladies to follow 
me? Everything has been prepared.” Once more he turned to Rhodan. “As 
usual, it will take several hours. There will be no objection, sir, if you care 
to stretch your legs a bit.” Somewhat stiffleggedly he guided Betty and Ishi 
to the nearby structures, and seconds later he disappeared with them into 
the large dome. 


Bell had watched their departure with narrowed eyes. “Strange,” he 
muttered finally. 


Rhodan looked at him quizzically. “What’s so strange about it?” 


“Actually this whole business, Perry. So the Immortal isn’t supposed to be 
here? Where is he then? Taking a trip somewhere? That’s pretty 
improbable, isn’t it? Besides, I’ ve always assumed he could be in a number 
of places all at once.” 


“There’s no proof of that, Bell. What do we know about the concerns of 
this undying energy being? If Homunk, says that /t is not on Wanderer, we 
have to take him at his word.” 


Bell shook his head and used the toe of his right foot to toy with a small 
pebble on the soft ground. Homunk, is just as capable of doubletalk as the 
Immortal is. /t just isn’t in the mood to see us, that’s it. Our mighty friend 
is pretty conceited, if you ask me, and besides —” 


He didn’t get to express his further complaint because the ground suddenly 
swelled up under him as if an earthquake was taking place. It lasted only 
half a second and then disappeared, leaving Bell suspended a meter off the 
ground for a moment. Gravity brought him back down almost as quickly. 
He stumbled and fell to the earth, which was fortunately not too hard in this 
area. 


Pucky materialized near him and giggled in amusement. “I figured 
somebody would hear your disrespectful remark! That’s what you get, 
Fatso! Come on, get up. At least we know now that Homunk, told us a fib. 
The Immortal has his eye on us! He looked about him in all directions but 
could not discover anything unusual. The hills rolled gently away to the not 
too distant seashore. The atomic sun hung brightly in a clear sky. No 


movement was to be seen. To all appearances they were alone on the 
planet. “Where could he be hiding?” 


“Who gave you permission to leave the ship?” inquired Rhodan. “Why did 
you come out here?” 


Pucky chirped in a highpitched tone of voice: “I just wanted to get a look at 
Bell’s face. How often does the Immortal appear in the form of an 
earthquake?” 


“He has thousands of forms of manifestation,” retorted Rhodan crisply, 
then added: “Let’s go into the ship. Pll talk later with Homunk, however 
futile it may seem. The Immortal knows very well by now what we want of 
him. And it appears he doesn’t think much of our intentions.” 


Three hours later, Betty Toufry and Ishi Matsu showed up again. Homunk, 
accompanied them as far as the main airlock entrance. He bowed to them 
politely and then returned to the buildings. With that his part of the affair 
seemed to be finished. Most likely he expected now that the 
THEODORICH would take off and fly back to the Earth. 


Rhodan waited until the two mutant women had come on board. Then he 
said to Claudrin: “Commodore, I’m going to see if I can find Homunk 
again. Keep a continuous surveillance on the viewscreens and try not to 
lose me out of your sight. Only Pucky will come with me so that I can have 
a telepathic teleporter handy. He can bring me back to safety if it’s 
necessary. If the Immortal is inclined to play games, we'll show him that 
we also have a sense of humor. But if he should expose us to any danger, 
we can teleport back here. You never know what to expect on Wanderer.” 


Bell looked at him worriedly. “Maybe I’d better come along and —” 
“You stay here! One of us must be in charge.” 


Rhodan nodded to Pucky who proudly stuck out his chest and nodded back. 
He passed closely in front of Bell and walked in a very stilted manner into 
the corridor. Rhodan followed him. 


He wondered anxiously if Homunk, would take offence in some manner in 
case he were to give him an ultimatum. 
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Homunk, had not taken offence... 


Later, everyone sat in the officer’s mess while Rhodan briefed them on his 
experience. 


“It seemed to make no impression on the robot at all when I tried to make it 


clear to him that I didn’t believe the Immortal was absent. He claimed he 
had merely received orders to arrange for the cell shower treatments and 
then to wish us a safe journey home.” 


“Then you’re convinced that the Immortal is merely refusing to see any 
visitors?” asked Bell. 


“Precisely. Why he’s doing it is a riddle to me — or maybe it isn’t. We have 
to keep in mind that the Immortal knows our intentions. I’m convinced he 
knows very well that we want to search for Barkon. In order not to have to 
refuse my request he lets on that he isn’t here. He slipped up a bit when 
Bell got his goat out there. Almost a human characteristic I'd say.” 


“So what do we do now?” asked Jefe Claudrin, and again his normally 
thunderous voice was subdued. “Of course we could just fly at random into 
the Abyss and look for Barkon, but you don’t know the exact position of it, 


” 


Sir. 


“Not even approximately, Claudrin,” Rhodan confessed. “I don’t have the 
slightest idea where Barkon is to be found. I’ve only visited that isolated, 
sunless planet twice so far, and each time it was in a timetravel ship of the 
Immortal. Whether Barkon is ten or a hundred thousand light years from 
the Milky Way, I’m not able to guess. And a blind search would be 
hopeless.” 


Van Moders spoke up. “Well then, can’t Homunk, contact the Immortal 
and submit our request?” 


“Naturally he can do it, but he doesn’t,” said Rhodan bitterly. “We don’t 
have any choice but to remain here and wait. Nobody knows how much 
time is passing outside in the normal universe, but we must console 
ourselves with the possibility that it could be the other way around — in 
other words, that if we sat here ten days, in reality only a second may have 
gone by. In that case we don’t lose anything.” 


“Ten days?” Claudrin did not conceal his concern. 


“Relative time,” Rhodan explained. “But relax. We won’t be here any ten 
days — at the most, three. Then we’ll start into the Abyss and see if we can 
break the Posbis out of their reserve. Later we’ll come back here and make 
up the time lost.” 

However, all their concerns were in vain because on the next “day” the 
lone figure of Homunk, was outside on the landing field, looking up at 
them. Claudrin immediately reported the unexpected appearance of the 
robot and added that he had clearly seen, the synthetic man beckon to them. 


This time Rhodan took no one along. He went out of the ship alone and 


approached Homunk, who awaited him with an amazing casualness, as if 
this were all a matter of course. He nodded his head in greeting. 


Rhodan opened the conversation. “Do you bring me good news?” 


“The master has returned, Perry Rhodan. He is granting you a short 
audience and will hear your request. Will you follow me?” 


Rhodan knew what a farce the whole thing was. Naturally the Immortal 
knew precisely what they wanted from him, but he loved to put on an act 
and be dramatic about it. He would ask searching questions and appear to 
carefully consider his long preconceived answer, after which he could 
finally give his decision — a decision which he had already made. 


When Rhodan followed Homunk, into the dome he was curious to see what 
form the Immortal would manifest to him today. He had seen him as a 
normal man, as a diffuse apparition of light, and as a shimmering ball of 
energy. 


The interior of the giant chamber Homunk, led him into was also likely to 
take on a new appearance each time he came here. The Immortal loved 
changes, and it didn’t seem difficult for him to make them. Rhodan knew 
that all objects he was now seeing were nothing more than the wishes of 
the incomprehensible entity transformed into a material alteration of 
energy. 


Unconcernedly, Homunk, walked past the various strange machines which 
served many unknown purposes. At the end of the corridor the robot turned 
to his left and came to a stop. Rhodan walked past him and entered the 
reception chamber. 


In contrast to his previous visits, the place was brilliantly lighted. From the 
ceiling hung a number of massive chandeliers such as were commonplace 
centuries ago in the palaces of European monarchs. The walls of the salon- 
like chamber consisted of giant mirrors in which Rhodan might have 
admired a hundred reflections of himself. The floor was of the finest inlaid 
parquet. 

“T would say — 18th century.” The voice of the Immortal was soundless. It 
came apparently from all directions — telepathy in its highest state of 
perfection. 

“A precise estimate,” replied Rhodan aloud, and he discerned a whitish 
mist that came downward and hovered within a meter and a half of the 
parquet flooring. It seemed to move with weightless ease. “Will you forgive 
me this disturbance? It’s an important matter.” 


For answer he heard amused laughter. “Important? The things you Terrans 


consider important... ! But very well, I have forgiven you. Speak. What 
do you wish from me? Homunk, reports that you would not be satisfied, 
although the two mutant maidens were give their cell showers without 
delay.” 


“T thank you for that also, but now I have a further request.” 
“A request? Well, let’s hear it, Perry Rhodan.” 


In a few words, Rhodan reported the situation in the galaxy, mentioned the 
dangers imposed by the Laurins and the Posbis, and emphasized that the 
final existing mysteries concerning them could only be solved by seeking 
answers in the distant past. He concluded: “Only the Barkonides are 
ancient enough to give us such answers. Their planet, Barkon, is part of a 
long lost past, a remnant of an ancient age in which the present dangers 
were generated. They can help us. Therefore I would like to ask you to 
grant me a third journey to the Barkonides. Would you once more place a 
ship at my disposal?” 

For many long seconds there was a silence, then the Immortal’s answer 
seemed to emerge from the whitish mist, which was almost invisible. “A 
journey to Barkon? Now? No, Rhodan, I must reject your request. Don’t 
ask me to explain because I shall not. I understand that a danger has 
presented itself as you say, but you have it halfway under control already. 
The rest of it you will take care of by yourself without either my help or 
that of the Barkonides.” 


“Would I have come here if I believed that? No, we have to understand the 
original causes, and not only because of the danger involved. In addition I 
am interested in the destiny of the Barkonides. They once told me that I 
would one day regret having helped them — yet I helped them at that time 
because you asked me to do so. What is it supposed to mean that I will 
regret having helped them?” 


“They do not refer to actual danger, but only to your conceit. You will rule 
the galaxy, but once the Barkonides enter your life you will see how small 
you are — and how small is the galaxy. More I cannot tell you.” 


Of course Rhodan knew how futile it was to try to sway the Immortal in his 
opinions, but he did not give up. “Just listen, my immortal friend. Your 
memory is good, and therefore you will recall that you are not infallible 
and can fall into a distress situation. That time when you were hurled into 
the time plane of the Druufs, your life was as good as forfeited. But have 
you forgotten that we Terrans saved you — at the risk of our lives?” 


“Tsn’t that a debt that I have already paid?” 


“A debt like that is never completely eliminated from life.” 


“So you are demanding a trip to Barkon as recompense for the assistance 
rendered then?” 


“Would you have it any other way? At first I requested this, but now I must 
demand it.” 


For another ten seconds the Immortal did not answer. Then he spoke: 
“Your demands make no impression on me, but I do not wish you to bear 
me any illwill. You Terrans please me although there are many things that 
you would be well advised to wean yourselves away from. However — now 
wait — do not rejoice prematurely. This time I cannot place a time ship at 
your disposal. You must understand that such vessels are subject to certain 
limitations. Presently in the not too distant future I will again undertake a 
journey in such a ship and I will take you with me, but do not ask me now 
whither the voyage will take us. Only this much: we shall seek out a friend 
—a friend who was lost in the streams of time.” 


“Do you mean... ?” 


“Silence, Rhodan! It is too soon to say anything more about it. But now in 
regard to the Barkonides. You wish to find this wandering planet? Are you 
aware of how great the distant is between them and us? It is tremendous!” 


“You want me to search for Barkon? — without knowing its position?” 


“No, that I do not. Tomorrow I will give you the co-ordinates, but I don’t 
believe it will be of much use to you.” 


“Why only tomorrow?” 


“That, too, has its reasons, which I cannot impart to you, however. Go now 
to your ship and wait. Tomorrow I will contact you and give you the 
position. Then it will be up to you whether or not you will dare to make the 
flight. It is fraught with danger, Terran. These are dangers you know not of, 
in comparison with which the menace of the Laurins or the Posbis is a 
child’s game. This is a danger that would still remain remote from you for 
some time, but if you rush into it, then it shall become acute for you. It is 
for you alone to decide.” 


“A danger, you say? A new danger?” 


But no further answer was forthcoming. The mistlike apparition rose 
swiftly to the ceiling and attenuated there. Perry was alone once more. 
Homunk, stood waiting for him at the door. 


I haven’t yet achieved my purpose, he thought, but anyway I received a 
promise. He returned pensively to the THEODORICH where people had 


already started to be concerned about him. His announcement that the 
Immortal would not make a time ship available to him generated a general 
mood of discouragement, but he reassured them. 


“Don’t worry, my friends. Tomorrow the Immortal will give us Barkon’s 
exact co-ordinates. We will go in quest of Barkon with the THEODORICH. 
Thanks to the absorption field, we won’t have to worry about a time 
displacement, so we can do without the timetravel ship. The important 
thing is that we won’t have to search — we’ll know where we’re going.” 


“Oh yes? Then what’s all the excitement about?” asked Bell. “If he fills us 
in on the planet’s position, then everything’s in the clear! That’s all we 
needed anyway!” 


Rhodan remained skeptical. “I fear that you misjudge our situation. It’s 
likely that Barkon is very distant from the Milky Way - at any rate, in the 
direction of Andromeda. That’s for sure. But obtaining its position is far 
from putting an end to the difficulties. I believe we have several strenuous 
days ahead of us, maybe even weeks.” 


No one realized yet how right Rhodan would prove to be. 


I quiet night was passed on board the THEODORICH, but not everyone 
slept peacefully. There were many who turned from one side to the other, 
trying to imagine what the intercosmic abyss was really like. 150 years ago 
the distance between Earth and Moon had been a problem, whereas the idea 
of a trip to Jupiter was still a crazy dream. Then however the solar system 
was traversed and the galaxy was explored — and now men hovered on the 
brink of the Abyss beyond. More than a million light years separated them 
from their cosmic neighbors, the unknown inhabitants of the Andromeda 
nebula. And somewhere in between was Barkon, the mysterious planet that 
had strayed from the Milky Way at some time in the unthinkable past. A 
race existed there which was already highly advanced when Terrans and 
Arkonides were still chipping out stone axes. 


The next morning around ten A.M. Earthtime, Rhodan placed the 
THEODORICH on standby for takeoff. He did this in the certainty of 
knowing that the Immortal would make a timely contact with him. He had 
promised the position data, which meant that the information would be 
forthcoming. There was no doubting /ts word. 


Reginald Bell had just entered the Control Central where Rhodan had 
already been busy for half an hour with the takeoff preparations, when 
suddenly a mighty inhuman voice thundered through the entire ship. It was 
audible in every room of the THEODORICH and all hands could 


understand what the Immortal was saying. 
“Perry Rhodan, I bring you the position data. Do you hear me?” 
“Our recorders are operating — you may speak.” 


Claudrin monitored the recording pickup of the nav computer, which would 
register the complicated co-ordinates and later extrapolate them. All 
equipment was “on.” 


Again the Immortal spoke, but this time he could only be heard in the 
Control Central. For two minutes the vast room reverberated with a recital 
of numbers and alphabetical designations which would have been 
completely unintelligible without a corresponding decipherment. No one 
spoke. Pucky materialized soundlessly and slunk to his couch. The usual 
enterprising gleam in his eyes had been replaced by a somewhat brooding 
contemplation. 


When the position data had been delivered, the Immortal spoke to Rhodan: 
“T will reveal to you something that lies hidden in the future. The co- 
ordinates I have given you will not only enable you to solve one of the 
mysteries of the past but in this connection you will also discover a danger 
which threatens you even today. When you Terrans reach your destination 
— and that is not absolutely certain — you will know more about the secrets 
of the universe and the dangers which threaten you. One other thing I will 
anticipate for you before your computers have made their calculations. The 
co-ordinates point to a location between this galaxy and Andromeda which 
is precisely 331,000 light years removed from the edge of the Milky Way.” 


Although Rhodan made no outward movement, everyone noted that he 
suddenly became quite pale. However, he sounded almost amused when he 
said, “Yes, and so?” 

The answer was a reverberating laughter that resounded in all the corridors 
and machine rooms of the THEODORICH. It was a superior and derisive 
laughter that seemed to emerge from the walls and to be absorbed back into 
them again. 


Then there was an abrupt silence. 


It was as if Eternity were drawing in a breath, ready, to deliver the next 
blow. But the blow never came. 


Rhodan avoided the questioning looks of his men and even gazed past Jefe 
Claudrin when he issued his orders in a cool and factual manner: “The 
THEODORICH is cleared for takeoff, Commodore. Halfspeed acceleration. 
Course: star cluster M13. Direct pass-by of Arkon under light speed. 
Evaluate co-ordinates furnished by the Immortal and enter into the nav 


computer. I’ll expect a completion report in short order.” He turned to Bell. 
“Do you still remember, just 143 years ago, when we took off in the 
Stardust as the first men to fly to the Moon? This feels something like that.” 


Bell nodded tensely. Yes, the feeling had been very much like this, but 
after all the circumstances of then and now could not be compared. 

Then it had been a matter of only 380,000 kms. The present journey 
involved almost as many light years ... ! 


2. 
380,000 LIGHT YEARS 


The THEODORICH traversed a spiral arm of the Milky Way, passed close 
to star cluster M13, and then raced toward the outer rim of the galaxy. It 
was not yet flying at maximum velocity but nevertheless Claudrin dropped 
the ship back into normal space at regular intervals to avoid unnecessary 
material strains. 


Within only a few light years of Arkon, Rhodan established a hypercom 
contact with Atlan. The Imperator confirmed the mobilization of the largest 
combined fleet that the galaxy had ever seen. The various units and task 
forces were deployed in deep ranks along the edge of the great abyss that 
separated the two island universes from each other. They were ready to 
meet the enemy, whoever the enemy might be and whenever he chose to 
reveal himself. 


Rhodan thanked Atlan for wishing him well on the forthcoming expedition, 
and on his part he assured him that everything would be done on Earth to 
solve the secrets of the two transformation cannons that they had wrested 
from the Posbis. Once they were armed with these most frightening of all 
weapons, both empires would become so powerful that any attack against 
them would be equivalent to suicide. Rhodan further confirmed that the 
antiflex goggles were already in mass production, and that soon they would 
be supplied to Arkon in wholesale quantities. 


Then the THEODORICH had picked up speed again and soon thereafter it 
made its exit from the galaxy. Far out in the Abyss was a tiny point which 
only lost its abstractness in the coordinate data registered in the positronic 
memory banks. It was a slowly wandering point that happened to be an 
entire planet. The object was to get there all in one piece. 


The great adventure had begun. 


The THEODORICH accelerated to maximum velocity but only remained a 
half hour at a time in direct linear flight, after which it would return to 
normal space and continue at regular light speed. In the stern viewscreens 
the home galaxy began to diminish in apparent size. All data concerning 
velocity and distance covered were automatically calculated and registered, 
but just to conceive of such figures gave rise to fantastic conjectures. 


Along with other scientists, Dr. Bernard Keller and robotics expert Van 


Moders were seated in the officers’ mess. Both of them had slept a few 
hours and after just finishing a light repast they were taking part in the 
general conversation. Most of those present had never experienced a flight 
into the Abyss before. 


“So you consider, Major, that this operation is risky?” One of the younger 
physicists had directed this question to the THEODORICH’s chief 
engineer, Major Slide Nacro. “You should know because it’s no secret that 
this isn’t your first flight outside the galaxy.” 


The smallstatured engineer had been born on Mars and as a result he had an 
unusually large chest expansion. He made an indefinable gesture. “There’s 
risk to be taken in any space flight, even when it only involves a few light 
years. But you’ll have to admit that the greater the distance the more the 
risk you’re going to have to face. And this time our round trip to 
destination and back is going to involve more than half a million light 
years. That would be a new record.” 


Van Moders spoke up. “What’s our present velocity, Major?” 


Nacro smiled. “It’s a matter of relativity, Doctor. You may have noticed by 
now that we only stay in the libration zone for about half an hour at a time. 
Inside the galaxy, for safety reasons we only go a million times the speed 
of light, which covers one light year every two minutes, approximately. 
You can easily figure that in our present venture such a speed wouldn’t 
suffice. Considering our recovery periods in normal space, it would take us 
weeks to reach our destination. For this reason we travel at ten million 
times the speed of light.” 


Van Moders calculated for a few seconds before speaking again. “That 
means it takes us three seconds to cover a light year — it’s almost 
ridiculous! If the THEODORICH could keep up that pace — I mean without 
interruption — we’d soon reach the Andromeda nebula.” 


Nacro laughed in amusement. “You’d better recheck your figures, 
colleague. It’s 1.5 million light years to the nebula. Given three seconds per 
light year, that would be 4.5 million seconds or 75000 minutes, equals 51 
days. And that’s considering uninterrupted flight at present velocity. If we 
allowed for the pauses in between, that mean it would take us more than 
100 days.” 


Van Moders stared curiously at Nacro. “Are you telling us that we’re flying 
even faster than 10 million times light speed?” 

“I was giving you our average. Theoretically, during the 30 minutes of 
maximum velocity we’re covering just about 3000 light years. That means 


a top speed of 50 million times over light. The recovery pauses are actually 
longer than the translight periods. If we figure on 10 flight periods per day, 
we’re talking about 30000 light years per average day.” 


“Which means 11 days to reach our goal!” exclaimed Van Moders, 
impressed. “And then we would have only covered a fifth part of the 
distance to the nebula.” 


Dr. Bernard Keller swung eagerly into the debate. “So it would still be 
possible to reach Andromeda!” he said. “Considering the method you just 
described, we’d be there in two months.” 


“But only theoretically,” declared Major Nacro. “Unfortunately we don’t 
know the magnitude of the strain we’d be placing on our equipment. 
Certain fatigue factors would come up that we hadn’t foreseen. 
Nevertheless .. . The rise in his tone of voice attracted everyone’s rapt 
attention... one day we will risk it...” 


For a while it was quiet in the officers’ mess. Then Nacro got up. “I have, 
to do some things in the observation dome. If anybody is interested in the 
view he can join me. In a few minutes the ship is going to interrupt its flight 
period and drop back to normal light speed.” 


Both Keller and Van Moders followed him in order not to miss the event. 
Some of the other scientists also joined them. 


The dome was a bubblelike protrusion from the spherical hull of the 
THEODORICH. Owing to its transparent walls there was a clear view on 
all sides. The side that faced the hull was filled with instruments and 
viewscreens. 


Here it seemed that one stood suddenly in open space, but outside just now 
there was a strange twilight. Only in the direction of flight was this twilight 
not so prevalent. In fact there the view remained unhindered. Ahead lay an 
elongated patch of light which glimmered brightly at them — the 
Andromeda nebula. Close to it but perhaps millions or billions of light 
years beyond, tinier points of light could be seen. These were farther island 
universes. The field of vision was not large, apparently only a circular area 
measuring a few meters in diameter. 


Nacro explained. “While we are in semispace the view is naturally limited. 
However you can always see your destination. And since Barkon’s position 
happens to be exactly in the direction of Andromeda, we continue to see 
the nebula.” 


“That’s a piece of luck,” said somebody with a sigh of relief. “Those earlier 
hyper jumps must have been awful!” 


“Linear drive has its advantages,’ Nacro was pleased to admit. Then he 
suddenly called out excitedly. “Look there, gentlemen! There in our 
direction of flight. We’re dropping back into normal space. This is the 
recovery pause...” 


The field of vision swiftly expanded, even at the stern. The band of the 
Milky Way stretched out behind them until the entire galaxy was visible. It 
filled almost the entire heavens at their rear. In the Abyss ahead of them the 
Andromeda nebula was the only larger object to be seen. The other more 
distant galaxies remained as points of light. 


As though in disappointment, Van Moders commented: “There isn’t much 
more to see now than before. They named it correctly when they called it 
the Abyss.” 


“It is in fact exactly that — a bottomless abyss,” confirmed Nacro casually. 
“It’s depth is practically immeasurable because the Andromeda nebula is 
only a tiny island by comparison, the same as our own galaxy, although the 
diameters involved range from 70000 to 100000 light years.” 


7? 


“Unimaginable — truly unimaginable!” exclaimed someone in awe. 


” 


“Just two more flight periods,” said Nacro, “and then we will be able to 
encompass our Milky Way in a single glance.” Rhodan had given him the 
task of explaining everything to the newcomers and to reassure them 
whenever the view before them became too incredible. “Then you will see 
it shrink in apparent size.” 


“It’s the damnedest feeling!” exclaimed Keller. For seconds he stared into 
the awful void before adding in a softer tone of voice: “And yet it is 
marvelous, this absolute nothingness, these vast dimensions, this universe . 

. but more marvelous still is the fact that we humans have been able to 
divest ourselves of our bondage to the Earth.” 


Motionlessly they stood there and regarded the expanses of Eternity . . . 


ok 


Rhodan awoke from a dreamless sleep. He took some refreshment and 
hurried to the Control Central. Col. Reg Thomas, the first officer, was just 
turning back the command to Jefe Claudrin, who had also had several hours 
of rest. 

“Machine inspections completed, sir. No fatigue symptoms observed. 
Likewise no damages of any kind reported. So far the flight is proceeding 
according to plan.” 


“Thank you, Thomas. Now go get some sleep. You’ve earned yourself a 
good rest. Pll call you if I need you.” 


Reg Thomas, a blond man with a deep scar on his left cheek, saluted and 
left the room. 


Rhodan had a compliment for him. “A very capable officer, Claudrin. He’s 
one you can rely on.” 


“That you can, sir,’ confirmed the commodore as he lowered his mighty 
frame into the flight seat that had been specially designed for him. Claudrin 
was an environmental adaptation and his home world had twice the gravity 
of Earth. “I can’t imagine a better first officer.” He examined the instrument 
data before him. “Hmm... We’ve already put a good stretch behind us. 
It’s really strange that we’ve met no Posbis yet.” 


“You underestimate the vastness of this emptiness, Commodore. It would 
be an amazing coincidence if we were to encounter a fragment ship here.” 
He glanced at the flight panels. “What’s our present velocity?” 


“During the flight periods so far we’ve been holding our speed at about 50 
million times the normal LS factor. Sometimes by use of regular pauses 
we’ ve reached as much as 80 million, sir.” 


“Let’s stay with 50 — that should be enough.” 


“Well, if we revved her up a bit the risk factors would still only be 
negligible.” 

“Nevertheless — it’s high enough as it is, wouldn’t you say? We’re 
operating on a New Horizon, if that’s what we could call the intercosmic 
abyss.” He smiled. “Besides, we also know that this vastness isn’t 
anywhere near as empty as our scientists had always presumed it to be. At 
least so far we haven’t run into anything.” 


Claudrin looked around him in vain to find some wood to knock on, but all 
he could see was metal and plastics. Resignedly he knocked on his own 
head to satisfy his primordial instincts. “Let’s not wish it on ourselves,” he 
warned gravely. “Just because it hasn’t happened doesn’t mean it can’t!” 


Rhodan laughed. “You’d better practice what you preach, Commodore.” 
He observed the many viewscreens and other indicators. The navigation 
officer shoved aside the data cards on which he had been making notations. 
As he looked up there was a mystified expression on his face. Rhodan 
noticed it. “Well, what is it, Lieutenant? You seem to be worried about 
something.” 


“Col. Thomas asked me to make a note of my observations on the data 


cards. I myself couldn’t see anything optically but the instruments have 
been pretty busy picking things up. In the last few hours we’ve passed a 
number of dark bodies. Thomas says they’re other Posbi planets that they 
stole from the Milky Way. All of them are moving at a relatively slow rate 
of motion away from the galaxy, in the direction of Andromeda.” 


Rhodan nodded. “We figured as much, Lieutenant. Absolutely nothing to 
worry about. Most of them are lifeless. They are not of any interest to us.” 


The lieutenant frowned pensively. “It isn’t just that, sir. The energy 
scanners have registered strong force fields that are light years in extent. 
They are in motion, swirling around undetermined axis points, and they 
have a definite effect on the course of this ship.” 


“Even that we’ve anticipated, Lieutenant,” replied Rhodan without 
sounding ironic. “You’re well aware that after each flight period we check 
our course parameters and make any corrections that are necessary. Outside 
of that we also have no interest in these force fields at present, although 
later we’re going to have to take a closer look at them.” After a short pause 
he asked: “Were there any other observations, Lieutenant?” 

“No, sir.” 

Rhodan was satisfied. So far the flight had proceeded smoothly and 
precisely as planned. If the propulsion system held up, nothing much could 


go wrong. And as far as Barkon was concerned... well, they’d soon find 
out. 


Suddenly it seemed to Rhodan that he could hear the unrestrained laughter 
of the Immortal again. There had been a hint of dark amusement in that 
laughter as though the Immortal did not believe Rhodan would ever reach 
his destination. 


“Nonsense!” he said aloud as he met the astonished gaze of Jefe Claudrin. 
In some embarrassment, he explained it away. “I just happened to think of 
something — forget it. In fact I think it’s time we forgot a lot of things that 
are already behind us. I’m going to count on the good old THEODORICH 
to see us through.” 


“T second the motion, sir!” said Claudrin with conviction. 


Two hours later they glided once more into the absorption field and into 
semispace where in another 30 minutes they would traverse an additional 
3000 light years. Rhodan had ordered that the recovery periods should be 
shortened, as he did not want to lose too much time. 


The hours accumulated into days, and the days turned into a week. 


Thus far, it had not been necessary to replace a single piece of equipment. 
All machines were holding up remarkably well. During two of the flight 
periods Rhodan experimented with a speed of 80 million times the velocity 
of light and then even 100 million times. That was the absolute top capacity 
he would allow, although in theory it was quite possible to go faster. 


After another three days they approached the position that the Immortal had 
indicated to them. Somewhere ahead in the void the lonely planet of 
Barkon followed its course through the eternal darkness. The Barkonides 
lived inside of it, waiting for its return to the Milky Way. But how long 
would they still have to wait, even though the planet hurtled along at one- 
third the speed of light? Was there a race that could exist so long? 


Rhodan did not expect any surprises. If Barkon were in danger the 
Immortal would have reported as much, or he would have taken him to 
Barkon personally. For some unknown reason the Immortal exhibited a 
mysterious attachment to the Barkonides. Jt watched over them and 
protected them. 


Actually it was strange, thought Rhodan, and he wondered why it hadn’t 
occurred to him sooner that this time /t had shown such little interest in 
having him contact Barkon. On the other hand there was evidence that all 
must be in order there. The Laurins would have been careful not to try 
another attack against Barkon. 


AS a precaution the mutants on board had been placed on top alert, yet this 
was merely a matter of routine. Also Rhodan had the weapon stations 
manned accordingly. Just one more flight period and then Barkon would 
have to show up on the tracking indicators. 


The recovery pause was dragging slowly. The THEODORICH was 
traversing space it normal light speed. A few scientists and a number of 
officers were once more assembled in the observation dome. 


During the past 11 days the overall aspect had changed considerably. The 
Milky Way had become a giant lens, having a diameter of fully 15 degrees. 
It was now a glowing white source of light in which no individual stars 
were discernible. Apparently the suns were so densely spaced in its center 
that it looked like molten metal. 


In the other direction, Andromeda had increased in size. Encompassing 
now almost two degrees of arc, it was double the apparent size of the Moon 
as seen from the Earth — and almost equally as bright. All the other small 
points of light were galaxies, perhaps larger than their own but 
immeasurably distant. Their light had been under way when the first sea 


creatures on Earth had sought to come up on dry land. 
Or was this really the case? 


Rhodan was also in the dome and instinctively cringed at this question. He 
tried to imagine how it was then. The general theory of an expanding 
universe still held good because no one had been able to contradict it as yet. 
There must be galaxies on the edge of the universe which were travelling at 
the speed of light away from the hypothetical center, and thus they would 
be invisible to human eyes. 


Rhodan thought of the report that Ernst Ellert had given him. The former 
teletemporian, once thrown into the eternity of the past, had witnessed the 
beginnings of the universe. His experience was proof that scientists were 
not mistaken. The universe was expanding. But if one sought to imagine a 
situation that had existed one or two billion years ago, all he could do was 
trace the process in reverse. Thus one could imagine the universe 
densifying over two billion years of time past. In that manner one would 
necessarily arrive at the situation that existed then. 


At that time, Rhodan reasoned logically, the nebula of Andromeda was not 
as far removed from our own galaxy as it was today. Both galaxies were 
closer to each other. 


How close? 


Rhodan was oblivious to the whispered remarks of the scientists around 
him as they conversed in muted tones. His mental vision was crowded with 
endless columns of figures and astronomical data. 


The radial velocity of the stars and galaxies! The farther a star is from the 
Earth, the faster it recedes from it. The farther away a galaxy is from one’s 
own, its hurtling flight into Infinity increases proportionately. The Hydra 
cluster, more than 2.5 billion light years from the Milky Way, was receding 
at a rate of 60000 kms per second. The Andromeda nebula, being only 1.5 
million light years distant, would be moving away at only 40 kms per 
second. Nevertheless, that was 1264 million kms per year. At that rate it 
wouldn’t take too long to cover another light year! 


Rhodan did not stop to ponder on that for long. He began to backcalculate. 
About 65 million years ago, the Andromeda nebula couldn’t have been 
more than 500000 light years distant from the Milky Way! And 100 million 
years ago that gap was only 250000 light years across. 


The radial velocity was not constant. It was thoroughly possible that in the 
case of Andromeda it had increased in the course of time. At any rate one 
might conjecture that a billion years ago that neighboring island universe 


had been very close to the Milky Way. The Abyss might have been only a 
few thousand light years across, perhaps even less. 


A fantastic idea came to Rhodan in that moment, but he hardly dared to 
think it out to its end conclusion. If he had been living a billion years ago 
with today’s state of technology, it would have been possible for him — 
using linear space propulsion to cover the distance to Andromeda in just 
about one hour, The Akons possessed the technical details for creating a 
kind of time field which would theoretically permit one to visit the past. So 
then, if one were to combine linear drive with the time field... 

Rhodan was torn from his reveries by a call on the intercom. It was the 
Control Central. He answered as the scientists broke off their discussions. 
“Rhodan.” 

“This is the commander, sir. In five minutes we start the last flight period of 
3000 light years. According to our calculations our target objective should 


be located at that point. So far there have been no results in our attempts to 
trace it.” 


Well, nothing unusual about that. Even with today’s advances it would still 
be a chore to track a planet over that distance. 


“Very well, Claudrin. Pll come and join you. Place all hands on top alert.” 


Rhodan cut off the connection. The assembled scientists and off-duty 
officers in the observation dome regarded him expectantly. 


“We'll know more in half an hour,” he said curtly, and then he left the 
chamber 


3: 
DARK LAUGHTER 


After the 103rd flight period the THEODORICH returned to normal space 
without any visible or sensible transitional disturbances. The nerves of the 
crew members were tense to the breaking point because everyone knew 
what the next minutes or hours might bring — perhaps even the next few 
seconds. 


The staff members were gathered in the Control Central. Perry Rhodan did 
not leave the tracking officer out of his sight. He was waiting for a reaction 
on the latter’s part. If Barkon were within a radius of 50 light years it 
would be detected immediately — otherwise it might take longer. 


After five minutes without any results, Bell remarked discontentedly: 
“Could be that Barkon has picked up speed in the meantime and the 
Immortal wasn’t aware of it.” 

“He’s aware of everything!” chirped Pucky from his customary position on 
the couch. “I'd just like to know what gets past him!” 

“Exactly the point,” said Rhodan without looking at either Pucky or Bell. 
“[’m convinced that the position data are correct, and that we will find 
Barkon in this part of the Abyss.” 

Jefe Claudrin glanced up from his instruments. “Or maybe something else,” 
he said calmly. 

They looked at him in wonderment. Rhodan turned toward him slowly. 
“How do you mean that, Commodore?” he asked in some surprise. 
Claudrin was evasive. “Well — more or less what I said.” 

“That’s not a very satisfactory explanation,” said Rhodan. “What makes 
you suspect that the Immortal might not have given us Barkon’s position, 
but instead the location of ... of something else?” 

“T have the strangest feeling . . .’ Claudrin began, but Bell who stood 
beside him broke out in a roar of laughter. 

“He says he has feelings!” he exclaimed in high amusement. “This baggage 
trunk of a Commodore is supposed to have feelings?” 

“IT don’t find that to be funny,” said Claudrin in an offended tone. He 
looked at Rhodan for support. “When we left Wanderer, I didn’t like the 


mocking laughter I heard. Even then I suspected that the Immortal was 
playing another one of his jokes.” 


“Let’s just be calm and wait,” ordered Rhodan, still not alarmed. “Our 
instruments haven’t yet covered all the area. It could be hours before we 
discover something. If we become certain that we’re sitting here in 
emptiness, then we can begin to make assumptions. What would the 
Immortal be gaining by sending us practically into an empty wilderness? 
Nothing! Therefore it’s illogical. He does nothing without a reason.” 


Claudrin was about to say something but then clamped his mouth shut. 
Obviously he took a dim view of Bell’s having laughed at him. 


Rhodan went to the tracking and scanning station. The lead officer noticed 
him. 

“No sizeable objects, sir,” said this one. “The area is practically empty. We 
pick up dust particles but there are so few of them that you can count them. 
We’re going to continue searching.” 


Rhodan nodded but did not answer. He knew how tedious such a search 
might have been on a 3dimensional basis. But since the 5thdimensional 
searchandsensing beams could cover distances of up to 5000 light years 
independently of time factors and be reflected back from any potential 
obstacles in an equally instantaneous manner, from its position the 
THEODORICH could scan a spherical area measuring practically 10000 
light years in diameter. In terms of volume this was close to 500 billion 
cubic light years — an unimaginable figure. 


“Nothing yet?” came Bell’s question finally, interrupting a silence that was 
broken only by the ticking of the instruments. “Here I am just standing 
around with my hands on my belly, and —” 


“Youll find plenty of room for them on that belly!” declared Pucky matter- 
of-factly from the background. 


Bell gave him a deadly look. Any aspersions made concerning his 
somewhat corpulent figure were anathema to him. “That’s right — not only 
room for my hands but for you, too!” he threatened. “Even if I swallow you 
down, hair and all!” 


“That figures,” retorted Pucky, unshaken. “You know, they say the craziest 
things about you and your incredible appetite!” 
Bell was just about to make a rejoinder when Rhodan suddenly broke up 


the argument. “All right, that will be enough out of you two! You can chew 
on each other later!” 


The officer at the scannertracking console had shown a reaction. On one of 
the screens a tiny light blip had appeared and been lost again as the sensors 
swept onward. Cautiously, the sector was retraced — and once more the blip 
appeared. 


Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief. “Check the parameters,” he ordered, and 
then waited impatiently. 


When the data emerged from the computer, the officer read them off: 
“Distance, 1001.7 light years.” A short pause, and then: “The object has a 
diameter of 850 kilometers.” 


Rhodan leaned forward. “Repeat that, please?” 

“The diameter is 850 kilometers, sir.” 

“There’s no chance of error?” 

“No, sir.” 

For a moment, Rhodan appeared not only to be astonished but even 
helpless. He looked over at Claudrin. “Your hunch seems to have some 
basis, Commodore. 850 kilometers — that could never be Barkon! Hmm. . 
.’ He turned again to the tracking officer. “What else? Mass? 
Composition?” 

“Composition has meteoroid characteristics — heavy metal, but —” 

“Yes, but ...?” 


“Very unusual!” The officer shook his head as if he could not comprehend 
what his instruments were telling him. “Listen to these mass readings, sir. 
2.3 million tons!” 


“That’s a heavy chunk!” declared Bell as he joined them. 


“Heavy?” Rhodan shook his head. “I don’t see it that way, in fact quite the 
opposite. With that diameter, and if its supposed to be of meteoroid 
material — say nickel iron — it should show a mass of at least 40 or 50 
million tons. There’s something that doesn’t figure here. . .” 


Col. Reg Thomas pulled himself together. “So we’re looking at a large 
body consisting of heavy elements, but it weighs too little.” He looked in 
puzzlement at the others. “Is there any logical explanation for it?” 


“There is one, all right,” replied Rhodan, smiling mysteriously, “but I don’t 
go much for guesswork. Claudrin, even if we haven’t found Barkon we’ve 
found something else, at least. Lay a course for the planetoid. By it’s size, 
that’s what it should be. I'd just like to know what it’s doing here in this 
emptiness.” 


No one offered a comment. Even Bell was silent, which said much for the 


state of his anxiety. Claudrin received exact co-ordinates from the tracking 
operator and entered them into the nav computer, which in turn were to be 
fed into the THEODORICH’ s automatic pilot. 


After 10 minutes he was able to announce: “Co-ordinates processed, sir. At 
50 million light speed we can reach the target object in 60 minutes.” 


“Very well, but we will wait a while longer,” Rhodan decided. “We have to 
observe the rest periods. Major Nacro, what are the results of the 
inspections?” 

The chief engineer reported: “There are no symptoms of fatigue, sir. It’s 
amazing, but the propulsion system is operating as smooth and clean as if it 
had just come off the assembly line.” 


“Just the same, we’ll wait.” 


Two long hours passed while they approached their goal almost 
imperceptibly. While creeping along at the normal speed of light it could 
have taken them more than 1000 years to get there. By this time there were 
some people on board the THEODORICH who suddenly perceived the 
enormity of what they were experiencing. The matter of course attitude 
with which they had begun their journey had changed to one of awe and 
wonderment. 


For after all there was a significant difference between 1000 years and 50 
minutes. 


The THEODORICH returned to normal space and took its bearings. The 
planetoid was only a few light minutes away. It was visible on the scanner 
screens while the ship approached it with gradual deceleration. Within half 
an hour the THEODORICH had matched its velocity to that of the small 
celestial orb, which was moving in the direction of the Milky Way. 
Apparently motionless, both objects hung suspended in a vast darkness that 
was otherwise empty. 


In the Control Central the men watched the viewscreens as if spellbound. 
The curious also crowded into the observation dome in order to get their 
first look at this strange world that they had encountered in the depths of 
the Abyss. 

Instead of being spherical in shape the planetoid exhibited the typical 


irregularities of an asteroid. Its surface lay in darkness and was barely 
discernible from the blackness of the void. The THEODORICH’s 


searchlights flamed alive and bathed the unknown world in beams of light. 
The ship drifted slowly over the surface at a low altitude. 


There could be no doubt that this was a natural celestial object and not a 
synthetic body. Also its size eliminated the latter possibility. With the 
naked eye there was no trace of life to be seen. The surface consisted of 
barren rock, sharp ridges and narrow canyons which were not very deep. 
The instruments continued to furnish other details as they proceeded. The 
planetoid possessed no traces of an atmosphere, and its mass was not at all 
in proportion to its size. Elements detected on its surface were identical to 
those they would have expected to find in the Milky Way. 


The mutants had assembled in the observation dome. Just like the others 
they did not want to miss taking a look at the strange little world. This time 
their leader, John Marshall, was not with them, having remained with 
Rhodan in the Control Central. Pucky was in constant telepathic contact 
with him so that any swift action needed would not depend on 
communication over the ship’s intercom. 


“Do you hear me, Pucky?” 


The mousebeaver picked up Marshall’s thoughts and answered: “Of course 
I don’t hear you — but I get what you’ re thinking. What’s up?” 


“We want to know if you’ve been aware of any kind of thought impulses. 
Naturally the planetoid looks dead, but we have our doubts.” 


This came as a surprise to Pucky. “Doubts? How come? A blindman could 
see that there’s nothing on that chunk of rock. If it makes you feel any 
better, nobody here has picked up anything. How about you?” 


“No. I haven’t either. Thanks. But keep on the alert. Our suspicions aren’t 
just something out of the air.” 


“So what’s the basis for them?” asked Pucky, but he did not receive an 
answer. He waddled over to Betty Toufry who was a telepath like himself. 
“What did Marshall mean by that?” 


She had intercepted the soundless conversation and knew what he was 
referring to. “No idea, little one. Anyway it was an order, so let’s carry it 
out. Of course I have to confess that so far I haven’t sensed a single alien 
impulse. Besides, where could it come from?” She indicated the lifeless 
and monotonouslooking landscape below. “From a place like that?” 


Evidently the planetoid had never possessed an atmosphere; otherwise it 
would have precipitated in some visible form of residue. Its mass and 
gravity were far too negligible to be able to hold an atmosphere for more 
than just a few seconds. But that did not completely preclude the possibility 


of any kind of life. There were life forms which did not depend on an 
atmosphere. On the other hand the surface did not offer the slightest 
foothold for anything of an organic nature. If Rhodan had expected to find 
a Posbi station here he was in for a bitter disappointment. There was no 
sign of even an attempt to erect any structures. 


Normally he would probably have been satisfied to make a few quick orbits 
around the planetoid and then let it continue on its way, but there were two 
important arguments against such a procedure. First of all was the 
astonishing fact that the planetoid had been found here instead of Barkon. It 
was in the exact location given by the Immortal. The co-ordinates matched. 
This meant that the Immortal had knowledge of this tiny world out in the 
Abyss and that /t apparently attached a great importance to it. The second 
argument was furnished by the THEODORICH’s instruments. The mass 
and gravitation of the planetoid did not correspond with its mass and 
composition. 


Thus it was not surprising that after two uneventful circumnavigations of 
the object, Rhodan gave Claudrin the order to land. And thereby he began 
the strangest and most perilous adventure that humans had ever 
experienced. 


The THEODORICH touched down with hardly any perceptible jolt. The 
giant ship landed as lightly as a feather and immediately applied its grav- 
field anchors, because the natural gravity here was so weak that the 
slightest disturbance could have sent the vessel drifting away. 


Rhodan stood in the Control Central and observed the viewscreens, in 
which the THEODORICH’s surroundings were clearly visible. There was 
not much to see. 


Bell whispered to him although it was not apparent why he spoke so softly. 
“It’s a dead world if you ask me. “Do you think you’ll find any clues here 
as to where the Barkonides could be?” 


“Maybe there’s not even any connection,” replied Rhodan in an equally 
subdued tone of voice, “but there must have been a reason why the 
Immortal gave us these co-ordinates. Very well then — by all appearances 
there is no sign of life out there, so there must be something else we’re 
supposed to take a look at. The small attraction of the planetoid bears no 
relation whatsoever to its size and mass. Say what you like, Bell, but I can’t 
rid myself of the feeling that we have some surprises ahead of us.” 


Rhodan did not realize then how right he was, but Bell did not share his 
opinion. “What surprises?” he grumbled. “It’s just a lost asteroid. Judging 
by its trajectory it comes from Andromeda and even has the same elements 
we’re familiar with in the Milky Way. Okay, so we’ve landed on a junior- 
sized planet from the Andromeda nebula — but that’s the only thing unusual 
about the whole situation.” 


“But how did it get here?” 


“Ye gods, how else could it get here!?” Bell waved his arms. “It just 
strayed off its course.” 


Rhodan was not satisfied with this. “I have an urge to set my feet on the 
surface of this curious world. Will you join me?” 


“You want to what?” Bell looked at him somewhat flabbergasted but finally 
swallowed and nodded. “Sure [ll join you! I don’t want to miss the chance 
of being the first human to step onto a piece of Andromeda.” 


Jefe Claudrin looked worried. “Sir, isn’t that too risky? Shouldn’t we first 
send out a group of experts and — ?” 


“The experts can go along,” Rhodan interrupted him. “I don’t see any 
danger. Anyway, I’d like to have you assemble such a group. Some 
officers, guards, and scientists with their equipment — but they will leave 
the ship under top alert conditions, Commodore. Also I'll take along a few 
of the mutants. Marshall, notify Pucky, Ras Tschubai and Andre Noir. The 
women will remain on board.” He nodded to Bell. “In 15 minutes.” 


Van Moders and Bernard Keller were members of the party. Perhaps they 
were not as enthusiastic about the historical aspects of the event as Rhodan, 
but they were happy for the change the venture offered. 


The expedition assembled in one of the THEODORICH’s locks. Everyone 
wore the usual spacesuits. They also carried instruments and equipment, 
and one energy weapon, although from all appearances there wouldn’t be 
much chance of using the latter. In his special suit with its tubelike 
appendage for his tail, Pucky swaggered among the men and offered sage 
pieces of advice. He finally zeroed in on the slender figure of the com 
specialist whose assignment was to measure the planetoid’s radiation level. 


“Hey Miller! If I were you, mister, ’'d take a few extra weights along. You 
must have heard that the gravity here is only about .01 G. If anybody 
sneezes they’ Il blow us clear to the Milky Way.” 

Whenever Pucky addressed somebody with “mister” it either signified a 
fathomless disdain for that person, or that he was playing a joke. 
Apparently the latter was the case because he revealed his incisor tooth. In 


other words, he was grinning. 


But Miller was not slow on the uptake. “Couldn’t agree with you more, Lt. 
Puck, but you seem to have overlooked the fact that I’m taking my brain 
along. How much do you think that weighs?” 


Pucky twittered happily. “Here, a gram at the most,” he said, and he 
clasped his hands behind his back like a pedant before his students. “On 
Earth, that would be 100 grams.” 


Some of the men laughed. Rhodan and Bell entered the airlock and looked 
about in wonderment at the hilarity. 


Pointing dramatically at Bell, Pucky called out: “Of course that one has it 
better than poor Miller here. Even on the planetoid he’ll stick like a fly. I 
think he’ll need a propulsion unit to help him make even a couple of 
jumps.” 

Bell gave him a poisonous look and deliberately ignored him as if he didn’t 
exist. He was apparently not at all amused by this further reference to his 
avoirdupois. Pucky drew a deep breath, preparing to avenge this disregard 
for his person, but he didn’t get that far. 


Rhodan issued a command: “Close your helmets. The outer lock will open 
in 3 minutes.” 


At the same time the inner hatch closed and the air was sucked out of the 
chamber. When the outer hatch opened, nothing more separated them from 
the void. Rhodan stepped forward and looked down at the dead world 
before them. 


The view was limited to just a few kilometers before the peaks of the ridges 
sank beyond the horizon. The surface curvature was very apparent the 
planetoid’s rotation rate was very slow. At present Andromeda stood close 
to the zenith, a long white cloud composed of billions of suns. Here the 
home galaxy could not be seen. Without the THEODORICH’ s searchlights 
the surface visibility would have been only a few meters, but the powerful 
beams made everything bright and clear. The main parabolic searchlight 
was 1500 meters above them and revolved slowly, sending its light over the 
edge of the tiny world. 


Rhodan made a signal to Bell and pushed away from the lock. He did not 
use the antigrav lift because here it wasn’t necessary. He sailed outward 
like a feather for some distance before he began to sink almost 
imperceptibly toward the surface. 


The other men heard his voice in their helmet phones. “Gravity here is 
something like on the moons of Mars. Be careful in your movements. One 


strong jump is enough to reach escape velocity.” 


Pucky chirped in wonderment: “If anybody lived here they’d sure find 
space flight to be a cinch. All they’d have to do is toss a rock and they’d 
have a satellite in orbit!” 


“That’s just the point,” retorted Rhodan. “So keep those back legs under 
control if you don’t want to be a moon.” 


Pucky muttered something unintelligible and carefully let himself fall from 
the airlock entrance. Just the light bump of his landing caused him to fly in 
a wide arc across the dead landscape. Everyone could hear his curses and 
startled outcries, but after outdistancing Rhodan, the mousebeaver’s 
trajectory changed abruptly. He sank swiftly to the ground and stood 
waiting on the black, rocky surface of the planetoid. He had activated his 
synthetic gravity system. 

“See, Miller?” he screeched enthusiastically, and he executed several 
spirited jumps. “A man with brains doesn’t have to fear any situation!” 


Rhodan landed within a few paces of him. “Spoilsport,” he said in a mild 
tone of reproach. “Don’t you like gliding?” 


“Sure — but I wanted to be the first to step on this world. Now I can give it a 
name.” 


“['d wait until we know more. You know that we designate all newly 
discovered worlds so that the name has some relationship to them.” He 
looked back toward the airlock. “Well, gentlemen? Come on!” 


The men fairly rained down upon the surface of the planetoid, but none of 
them activated his grav system. Weightlessness is one of the most glorious’ 
experiences of space travel, comparable only to the effortless floating 
movements of a diver beneath the surface of the sea. There were times 
when Rhodan seriously pondered over what had induced the algae more 
than two billion years ago to come out of the ocean onto the land. 
Voluntarily they had exposed themselves to the burden of gravity which 
they had not known before. 


The scientists started to work immediately while the officers set up guard 
stations in order to guarantee the security of the expedition. Rhodan, Van 
Moders and John Marshall made a small excursion into the nearby 
surroundings. At a slight distance, Pucky followed them along with Ras 
and Noir. The mousebeaver had finally shut off his grav field and joined the 
others in the pleasure of floating along almost weightlessly over the rocky 
landscape. Actually they felt like scuba divers gliding along over the 
bottom of the sea. 


After only a few minutes the THEODORICH sank behind the near horizon. 
Pucky and the six men surmounted a 200meter ridge with a single jump 
and floated down on the other side onto a gently rolling plain. 


During their flight, however, an incident occurred. When Rhodan looked 
directly beneath him he noticed something peculiar. It took him Almost 5 
seconds to comprehend what it was. He called over his helmet transceiver: 
“Down below there — do you see it, too?” 


They all heard him because their receivers were on the same wavelength. 


“IT don’t see a thing,” declared Bell, and they could even see him shaking 
his head inside his helmet. 


Pucky who was slowly overtaking the soaring group of men, chirped out in 
a shrill tone: A rectangle! Or is it a mirage? Down there everything is dark, 
and there’s no light up here either.” 


“Yes, a rectangle,’ Rhodan confirmed excitedly. “So I wasn’t mistaken. 
Cut in your grav fields so that we'll descend faster. By the way it isn’t all 
that dark now. The Milky Way is topping the horizon.” 


15 meters beneath sea level it was also neither darker nor brighter. At any 
rate the men experienced a bewildering surprise as they sank lower. 
Previously the rectangle had been clearly obvious to those who had noticed 
it, but the lower they went the less discernible it became. And when they 
were only a few meters above the ground the geometric figure faded into its 
surroundings and could no longer be traced. 


They landed softly. 


“It’s only visible at a certain altitude,” Rhodan explained. “The same is true 
on Earth when many ground formations can only be seen from the air. At 
any rate it’s a rectangle with equal sides — in other words, a square. If this 
is just another convolution of the surface, why is the configuration so 
exact? I’m going up again and I’ll try to determine its boundaries. Then it 
should be possible to locate it even down here. Wait here. 


He turned off his grav field and pushed lightly away from the ground. 
Rising almost vertically, he called out: “There — now I see it again. The 
sides are about 10 meters long. You’re standing right in the middle of the 
square! Go 5 meters to either side and try to find the edges. The 
surrounding stone is darker if only negligibly so. Pll wager that this square 
is not of any natural origin.” Then he began to sink slowly downward 
again. 

Pucky moved cautiously across the rocky surface. When he reached the 
spot Rhodan had designated he grasped a projecting rim of stone to bring 


him to a stop. He shook his head. “There isn’t any difference, or else ’m 
color blind. Yet I saw it plainly myself.” 


Rhodan still had time. While he descended he directed the men so that four 
of them stood exactly at the corners of the square. Then he landed 10 
meters beyond the boundary and came back. 


“Strange,” muttered Van Moders aloud to himself. “I can’t think of any 
explanation for it. Yet it can’t be accidental.” 


“Absolutely not,” said Rhodan. “We can only presume that this planetoid 
was inhabited unthinkable eons ago when it was still located in the 
Andromeda nebula. Here in this spot stood a building or something of the 
sort. It vanished and the only thing remaining is this slight discoloration 
that’s visible from above. It’s just a supposition, nothing more. Perhaps 
we’ ll never find out if that fits the facts or not.” 


Bell was patiently acting as one of the comer posts of the mysterious 
rectangle. “Maybe the geologists could find out something. They have 
more experience in this stuff than we do.” 


Pucky squatted directly in the center of the 100 squaremeter area. “Bell is 
right, but I could make a try at it with teleportation,” he said. 


“Into the depths? — are you insane?” Rhodan pointed sternly at the 
mousebeaver. “Now you listen here!” 


“All right then, forget it!” exclaimed Pucky, and he rose up like a rocket 
above them. “As far as I’m concerned the lousy square can rot — I’m not 
going to worry about it. You coming?” 


“Where to?” inquired Ras Tschubai. 


“Back to the ship. What are we doing here? Cliffs, bedrock, a couple of 
rocky ridges, and a screwy old square! I can have that somewhere else than 
here!” 


Of course he didn’t mean it all the way it sounded, but however ‘screwy’ 
the square might have been from his point of view, it was important to 
determine its origin. However, neither Rhodan nor his companions were 
given any more time to think about it. Suddenly their helmet phones were 
rattling with the booming voice of Jefe Claudrin, which drowned out 
everything else. 


“... calling Perry Rhodan! This is Claudrin calling Perry Rhodan! Answer, 
please, sir! It’s urgent!” 


“What is it, Claudrin?” 


“Where are you, sir? I can’t locate you from the ship. The specialists say 


you’ve gone with some of the others over the ridge.” 
“That’s right — and we’ ve found something extremely interesting.” 


“You must come back to the ship immediately, sir. Something’s not right 
here, and I think you are also in danger.” 


“Danger?” Rhodan’s tone of voice changed. Pucky came back down in a 
hurry and landed in the square. “What danger?” 


“IT don’t know, sir. I can’t explain it that easily. Some of the crew are 
complaining about a sudden weakness and piercing headaches.” 


“I’m in contact with all members of the expedition and haven’t heard any 
such complaints.” 
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“Tn the ship, sir! The symptoms are appearing here on board 


Rhodan asked no more questions. “We’re coming at once, Claudrin. Get all 
equipment back on board. Red alert condition. Il keep in contact with you. 
Report to me immediately if anything happens, even the smallest incident.” 


“Very well, sir.” 


Rhodan listened to Claudrin for a moment as the latter issued instructions 
to the crew. Then he nodded to his companions. “You heard what’s going 
on. Of course this could be some kind of unusual sickness, perhaps a result 
of the time spent in semispace — I don’t know. But it can also be due to 
other causes that are unknown to us.” He pointed at the ground. “For one 
thing, this square itself is enough to give me a headache.” 


They shoved off and soared aloft, drifting back in the direction they had 
come from — much too slowly for their present state of mind. When they 
topped the ridge they saw the brightly lighted sphere of the THEODORICH 
looming over the horizon. The sight of it was reassuring, giving promise of 
protection. 


Protection... ? Against what or whom... ? 


The main airlock stood open but it was not a simple feat to reach it in a 
single wellaimed jump. Apparently not in the mood for teleporting, Pucky 
missed it by at least 10 meters and landed on the THEODORICH’s hull. 
The planetoid’s attraction was stronger than that of the ship and he slipped 
off, falling slowly to the ground. His second try brought him directly into 
the airlock where the others were already waiting for him. The outer hatch 
closed, air streamed into the chamber, and then they could remove their 
helmets. 


“Don’t take off your suits yet,” said Rhodan, leading the way. He was 
suddenly very much in a hurry to reach the Control Central. “Bell and 


Marshall, come with me. Pucky, you stay with the mutants.” 
“T have a headache, too!” said Pucky. 
Rhodan stopped and stared at him searchingly. “You aren’t joking?” 


“Definitely not. It’s like somebody is sucking the marrow from my bones. 
My head aches — and my knees are like butter.” 


Rhodan was alarmed. “Bell, how about you? Do you feel anything?” 
But Bell felt nothing. 
Nevertheless, Rhodan wasn’t reassured. Paying no further attention to his 


companions, he started to run. He jumped into the nearest lift and took the 
shortest route to the Control Central. 

Deep in his subconsciousness he seemed to hear the derisive laughter of the 
Immortal. In addition there was this lonely planetoid, the mysterious square 
... Something was haywire! 


Then, before he had reached the Control Central, he felt a leaden weight of 
weariness in his bones and the first groping pains of a headache .. . 


4. 
THE ENERGY EATERS 


Complaints and inquiries were flooding into the THEODORICH’s clinic 
sector. Brazo Alkher was presently officer of the watch, and Claudrin had 
ordered him to report all cases of illness immediately to the Control Central 
where a list was being compiled. When Rhodan came in and stared 
questioningly at Claudrin, the latter was just entering the 308th man into 
his record. 


“Headaches and weakness,” he reported. “Like the result of extreme 
exertion or deprivation. The doctors can’t explain it. It looks like we’ve got 
a fullscale epidemic on our hands. Curious thing is, the men who were 
outside came down with these symptoms after coming on board. Of course 
the majority of the crewmen haven’ t been hit yet.” 


“Tm feeling it myself, Claudrin,” Rhodan told him worriedly. “I can count 
on my fingers the times I’ve had a headache, and I’ve never felt my knees 
get weak before. Now I’ve got both situations.” He thought a moment. “Let 
the medics do what they can. I'll concentrate on what’s happening outside 
the ship. Where is the first officer?” 


“He’s in the weapons central, sir. What do you mean by ‘outside the ship?’ 
What could be out there? Isn’t the planetoid uninhabited?!” 


“Of course it looks as if it were uninhabited, but at this stage nothing would 
surprise me. The universe is full of strange things and apparent 
impossibilities. Just don’t get the idea that all these are merely a 
coincidence. Something’s behind it all — something that wasn’t here before 
during our long journey. We have to find out what it is. If it’s something 
that’s come here on board, then it had to be on the planetoid.” 


“T don’t understand, sir. You haven’t seen anything yet.” 


“That’s what we said about the Laurins when it was almost too late. 
Because they are invisible. Here we can have the same thing. So you can 
reach me in the weapons central with Thomas. Call me if anything changes. 
Marshall, you come along. Bell, stay here.” 


This was agreeable with Bell. He had fallen into a chair where he was 
stretching his legs. They had suddenly come to feel like lead. 


Col. Thomas was tall and blond, with a reputation for daring. He gave a 


regulation salute as Rhodan and Marshall entered the weapons control 
room. From this central the operation of the energy weapons was controlled 
and from the consoles here the heavy guns were aimed. A large viewscreen 
showed a portion of the Control Central and revealed Jefe Claudrin. 


Rhodan tried to ignore a piercing headache in his right temple. “How do 
you feel?” he asked. “Any feeling of nausea or other physical 
discomforts?” 


The first officer shook his head. “Not me, sir. I feel fine. You know, if you 
don’t mind my saying so, they’re pretty tight with the hard drinks at the 
bar. So I don’t have a hangover if that’s what you mean.” 


“No, that’s not what I mean — but thanks for the information.” Rhodan 
indicated a row of viewscreens on which the entire surroundings of the ship 
were clearly visible. “Have you seen anything suspicious on the surface of 
the planetoid?” 


“No, sir.” 


Rhodan chewed at his underlip in frustration, yet he didn’t know why the 
other’s answer should have disappointed him. What was he expecting, 
actually? “Colonel, if anything shows itself out there on the planetoid, open 
fire! Do you understand that? You don’t have to ask any questions. From 
this moment on you have your firing orders. Is that completely clear?” 


“Completely, sir,’ Reg Thomas answered with military crispness. 


Rhodan smiled, but then he became earnest again immediately. “Don’t rack 
your brains over it, Colonel. I know you have a lot of questions but I 
couldn’t answer a single one of them just now. It’s all guesswork. But 
everybody was feeling well while we were flying through the Abyss, and 
now here on the planetoid suddenly every 5th man is sick.” 


“Sir, I was thinking that maybe in the galley they —” 


“No, unfortunately not. The doctors have determined that the food isn’t the 
culprit. Besides, the symptoms have nothing to do with stomach cramps. 
The causes are unknown but they are not connected with the digestive 
organs.” 


“Well, in that case —” 


“Yes, in that case — what!?” Rhodan verified that all weapons were ready 
and could be fired at any moment. He could sense the growing menace 
around him but he didn’t know what direction it was coming from or what 
it looked like. “The planetoid! Maybe we should take off and leave this 
place, but unsolved mysteries bother me more than any dangers. The 


Immortal sent us here — why? He had to have a reason.” 


Col. Thomas remained silent. He merely stood before the gunner consoles 
and waited. He seemed to have forgotten his fire officers in the background. 


Suddenly John Marshall spoke: “The first of the mutants have started to get 
sick, sir. In the meantime Pucky has gotten better. Perhaps he’s passed the 
crisis.” 

“What crisis?” asked Rhodan. “You can only have a crisis with some 
normal type of illness. Here we’re not dealing with a sickness — we’re 
dealing with an attack! That’s right, an attack. By now I’m convinced of 
it!” 

Reg Thomas tensed. “Attack?” 


Marshall stared uncomprehendingly at Rhodan, which was a sure sign that 
he had not read his thoughts. 


“Who is the enemy?” asked Thomas. 


“That I would like to know, Colonel,” Rhodan replied. He turned to leave 
but paused at the exit. “You know what you have to do. Whoever the 
enemy may be, he started this fight - which washes our hands. We’re free 
to use our weapons. Lots of luck, Thomas!” 


Outside in the corridor, Marshall asked: “Are you convinced of what 
you’re saying, sir? Do you think we’re being attacked by beings who live 
on the planetoid? In that case we would have had to see some sign of them. 
Even the scientists confirmed that no life is possible here, and that —” 


He was interrupted by a shrill ringing of alarms. At the same time, 
Claudrin’s voice boomed through the entire ship. 

“Where are you, Rhodan?” 

Rhodan broke into a sprint. He ran to the nearest intercom unit at an 
intersection. He pressed the button that connected him with the Control 
Central. “What’s the matter, Claudrin? What are you yelling so loud 
about?” 

“Thank God, sir! Come at once! There’s something on our sensor screens.” 
“Something?” echoed Rhodan tensely. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I can’t describe it — come quickly! It’s weird and unreal like in a 
nightmare. They look like ghosts!” 

Rhodan dispensed with any further questions. Without even disconnecting 


the intercom he ran to the lift. Marshall had a hard time to keep up with 
him. 


In the Control Central the officers present were crowded in front of the 
viewscreens, but they made place for Rhodan immediately. Claudrin had 
gotten to his feet but his usually ruddy and powerful features seemed to be 
sunken and grey. There was a glimmer of uncertainty in his eyes. 


Rhodan stepped to the sensorscanner screens which were different from the 
normal screens in one basic respect. They could make otherwise invisible 
objects visible. 


The planetoid itself could not be seen, and the outer cosmos was dark and 
indiscernible. But something else was moving on the screens. Whatever it 
was seemed to hover and dance in the void with effortless ease, rising up 
and descending again, receding and then coming nearer. The apparitions 
were as transparent as thin white veils, ever changing, hovering, dancing, 
threatening. 


Threatening! 


When Rhodan glanced at the weapons control screen he saw the first officer 
staring at him questioningly. “Fire, Colonel! Aim by the sensor co- 
ordinates. We’re under attack!” 


Since Thomas could not see the “ghosts” he was not to be censored. The 
scanning officers were transmitting the first of the data to the weapons 
central. Thirty seconds passed before the first of the guns slammed their 
blinding bolts of energy into the army of dancing ghosts. 


ok 


The probing death beams were clearly visible on the normal viewscreens. 
The spectators were presented with a strange spectacle as the brilliant 
energy bundles suddenly seemed to strike against an invisible wall which 
absorbed them. Only a very few of the beams reached several hundred 
meters to the surface of the planetoid where they carved out furrows of 
boiling lava. 


It was another scene entirely on the sensor screens. It was only too evident 
that the dancing phantoms were making no attempt to avoid the energy fire 
from the THEODORICH. On the contrary, they persisted in searching out 
the thickest of the energy bundles as if they wished to bathe in them. 
Whenever one of the beams would strike one of the bizarre figures, it was 
extinguished as if something had swallowed it. 


Together with the other men in the Control Central, Rhodan watched the 
inexplicable spectacle that unfolded before their eyes. What they saw out 
there was entirely impossible. Nothing should be able to withstand these 


monstrous concentrations of raw power. Much less should there be 
anything that could swallow them up and absorb them. 


Suddenly Reg Thomas made an announcement from the weapons central: 
“Now I can see them, too — they take on color and become visible. But my 
God, it’s not possible that they can survive this fire without harm... !” 


Now there were rose-colored spheres, pentagons, cylinders and other 
geometrical figures which flew about the ship in a virtual transport of joy, 
and the more energy they absorbed the deeper became their shades of color. 
Some of them were already a ruddy red and seemed to be living flames. 


“Cease fire!” shouted Rhodan suddenly. 


Reg Thomas obeyed the order immediately, as if he had been waiting for it. 
The bolts of energy were abruptly extinguished. But the yellowish red 
phantoms remained. They continued to dance about the ship and kept 
getting closer to it. On the sensor screens some could be seen who had not 
yet had an “energy feeding.” An unbroken stream of them emerged from 
the planetoid. 


“Energy beings!” whispered Van Moders aghast. “A life form totally 
unknown to us — nourished by raw energy. We have no weapons against 
them. If we open fire on them they’ll only grow stronger. We must take off 
at once or we’re goners!” 


Rhodan had already realized what strange entities they had encountered, 
but the danger still didn’t seem to be as great as the robot expert thought it 
was. But then he remembered the stricken crew members. Had the energy 
beings already penetrated the ship? 


He stepped close to Claudrin. “Make a crash takeoff!” he ordered. 


The Commodore’s hands raced over the flight controls. Deep within the 
ship the engines started up. Power built up in the energy banks and waited 
to be released. The deck of the Control Central was vibrating. Then 
Claudrin pulled back on the liftoff lever. 


Nothing happened. 


Rhodan stared incredulously at Jefe’s hand on the lever. The 
THEODORICH, the mightiest battleship of the Solar Imperium, which had 
conquered a fifth of the intercosmic Abyss, was held fast by a ludicrous 
planetoid! It was impossible! 

“Emergency power, Claudrin! Maximum acceleration!” 


The engines howled anew, but then the powerful sound changed to a feeble 
hum, after which it became more muted and finally died out. Scornfully the 


red phantoms enshrouded the ship, coming ever closer until they vanished 
everywhere inside the hull of the THEODORICH. Now they finally 
attacked in earnest. 


The first distress call came from the power central. “Power is failing! There 
are misty red things everywhere! They’re swarming over the machinery — 
and over us!” 


It was the desperate voice of Capt. Brazo Alkher. He had left the sick bay 
area and returned to the power section because extra men were needed 
there. 


Rhodan’s hands trembled slightly when he spoke. “Shut off the engines, 
Claudrin! Cut off the power! It’s senseless to help the enemy by feeding 
him.” He spoke into the intercom. “Captain Alkher, how’s it going now? 
Are you still under attack?” 


“They’ve let up on us for now, sir. They’re disappearing into the 
machinery.” 


“They won’t be able to make use of nuclear energy — too radioactive,” 
Rhodan surmised aloud. “Cut down current flow in the power lines. Lights 
out! Emergency lights only. Heating down to minimal. The same with the 
air-conditioning and recycle systems. Have you got that?” 


“T understand, sir.” 


Meanwhile, Claudrin had shut down the propulsion system completely. 
There were no further power noises from the depths of the ship. Outside on 
the planetoid the surrounding area was swarming with the reddish 
phantoms while the more transparent “unfed” energy beings continued to 
join them. They emerged from the fissures that had been made in the crust 
of the tiny world by some of the wild shots of the energy cannons. But also 
invisible numbers of them were coming from other places as if the bedrock 
itself were no obstacle to them. 

The ship’s clinic announced that the number of illnesses being reported was 
increasing rapidly. Some of the men were too weak to stand up. But it was 
then that Rhodan realized what the sickness was. 

“The energy beings — they’re not only after mechanical energy. They also 
have an appetite for organic energy. They are draining us!” 

“You mean... ?” Van Moders stared at him, startled, his face suddenly 
white. 

Rhodan nodded. “We’re hopelessly lost unless we can get away from them. 
This is the deadliest menace we have ever encountered — yet there’s no way 


of telling whether these life forms have any hostile intent.” 


“Perry,” he said, “you ask so many questions that nobody can answer them! 
Look — we’ve got to do something! I’m not fond of the idea of being 
sucked dry by these creatures. I feel them sticking to me, inside of me — 
they’re everywhere! The fat ones aren’t bothering us much, but the hungry 
ones who haven’t sampled the energy beams or didn’t gorge themselves on 
our propulsion power — those are the ones that are jumping on us now. 
They’re coming in swarms, like an avalanche! We have to get out of here, 
Perry!” His tone of voice was desperate. It was one of the longest speeches 
Pucky had ever given. 


Rhodan had listened to him attentively. With equal gravity he asked: “What 
do you suggest, Pucky?” 


To an outside stranger it might have seemed strange for Rhodan, the 
mightiest man in the universe, to ask advice from a little mousebeaver. 
Here was a human asking for help from a creature that looked like an 
animal. But by now the primeval times were gone when judgements were 
made by outer appearances. Today in the cosmic age what counted was 
character, the mind and spirit, one’s capability and true inclinations, not 
merely the surface qualities. It had only been through the establishment of 
the Solar Imperium that the racial barriers that separated men had been 
dissolved. Men had become Terrans. With the advent of extraterrestrial 
intelligences they adjusted themselves to the fact that equally worthy 
individuals did not have to look the same. With this realization a better 
understanding of the animal forms emerged, contempt evolved into 
sympathy and the wish to help, even where intelligence levels were inferior 
to that of humans. There were also cases where the situation had been in 
reverse. For those who had loved animals to start with, an understanding of 
extraterrestrial races had been a logical consequence. These people had 
found it easier to keep pace with the ensuing rate of outward expansion and 
development. 


150 years ago the equality and friendship between Rhodan and Pucky, 
between a man and a mousebeaver, would have been impossible, but today 
it was regarded as a matter of course. It was a sign of mental and spiritual 
maturity. 


Pucky finally answered: “If I found a brook that was poisoned, I’d follow 
the stream to its source so that I could cut off the poison. Well, these energy 
spooks are also like a stream. They’re pouring out of the planetoid. In order 
to find their source and maybe cut it off, we have to penetrate the innards of 
this rock. I have a hunch that we’ll be in for a surprise.” 


Rhodan nodded. “You mean the planetoid may be hollow? That would 
explain its lack of mass.” 


“At least there must be huge caverns. Maybe they’re the natural kind, and 
maybe not.” 


Rhodan observed Pucky intently. “It would be an awful risk to leave the 
ship. The phantoms —” 


“T’d call them Luxites,” suggested Bell, “Because of all the light they give 
off, once they’ re turned on.” 


“Whatever,” replied Rhodan, not overly impressed by the choice. 
“Anyway, I’m afraid that these Luxites will keep swarming upon us 
because the equipment in our space suits also contains a lot of energy. And 
if our equipment fails us out there, we'll really be licked. We wouldn’t 
even have the strength to get back to the ship unaided.” 


Pucky shook his head. “I’ve thought of that also,” he said, somewhat 
pedantically. “Naturally only Ras and I will go, because we’re teleporters. 
We can jump back to safety at any time when it gets too risky.” 


“And if the Luxites rob you of the energy you need for the jump, what 
then?” 


“Oh I don’t think there’s danger of that. They can’t follow us into the 5th 
dimension. I think we should risk it.” 


Rhodan placed a hand on his shoulder. “Not without me, little one. ll go 
along with you. Each of us can take two energy guns along. Maybe we can 
use them to distract the phantoms in the same way you would distract a 
watch dog with raw meat.” 

“Not a bad idea — about the energy guns. But your idea of coming with us 
isn’t so good. I mean —” 

“T’m going with you!” Rhodan decided. “Each teleporter is able to take two 
non-teleporters with him, so I’m looking for three more volunteers. That 
way there’ Il be six of us, and twelve eyes can see more than four.” 


“Okay then — agreed,” replied Pucky, finally yielding. He got to his feet. 
“So when?” 


“In ten minutes,’ said Rhodan. Then he turned to Bell to give him his 
instructions. 


5. 
DISCOVERY SHOCK 


They were almost unaware of the concept of time. They judged the cycles 
of being or not being according to how they felt, or how high or low their 
store of energy was. In the past few millennia — as humans would have 
designated the time span — their energy supply had diminished. 


Their home was in the Andromeda nebula. 


One day the strange beings came from the other galaxy. At first the 
strangers had won their trust by an extreme expenditure of energy! Which 
had apparently been for their benefit, but later they took them prisoner. 
They were helpless in the aliens’ hands. 


When they recovered they found themselves in a great, dark cavern. There 
was energy here in this cave, but it wasn’t for them. It was for the mighty 
propulsion machines which moved the cavern through the endless void. 
This energy was isolated, cut off from them and unreachable. The sentinels 
were always on guard against them — until at last a defect occurred that 
made the cavern unmanoeuvrable. Then the sentinels died because they 
could no longer generate air, and also their food supplies ran out. 


They, however, the beings from Andromeda, were not dependent upon air 
and food, but energy alone. They stormed the now unprotected energy 
banks and drew their fill, but even this source was limited. Not all of them 
had been satisfied. They were finally able to find a way to the surface, but 
that didn’t help very much. Lonely and deserted, this cave — the small 
planetoid — drifted through the unending vastness of intergalactic space. 
The island universes were too distant to give out sufficient energy. 


As centuries and millennia passed, Andromeda continued to recede and 
become smaller. They became proportionately weaker, these creatures who 
lived on light and were now trying to exist in darkness. Unless a miracle 
happened, there was no hope left for them. Perhaps a sun, accidentally 
crossing their path ... This would have been salvation. Of course, after an 
energy feast, such a sun would have become a dark, extinguished celestial 
body, but they — the Light. Fulfilled - would have been able to withstand 
other millennia of waiting without damage. 


But no such sun had appeared. The void had remained empty and cold, 
without light or warmth or energy. Only once a strong magnetic field had 


crossed through the cavern in the planetoid, but even this energy had not 
been enough to improve the fateful situation. 


Until one day the new strangers arrived in their spherical ship. A ship like 
this, which was capable of travelling between galaxies, must be carrying 
tremendous supplies of energy. In normal flight it would have been too 
swift for them, but as fate would have it, the vessel landed on this remote 
planetoid. 


The light creatures were very cautious at first because they did not wish to 
reveal their presence here. A small reconnaissance group had made the first 
advance to investigate the alien ship and its strange crew members. Both 
possessed energy. Then when it seemed that the ship might start and take 
off, the light people had attacked. 


Initially the aliens appeared to react in a friendly manner, expending 
massive amounts of lifegiving energy for their benefit, but then this 
glorious stream was suddenly cut off. They sealed up their energy and 
dispensed no more of it. And this was a very unfriendly thing to do. 
Perhaps the aliens did not intend to help the light people at all. 


That was when the attack against the aliens themselves began. They 
possessed a very low level of energy and almost died when just a small 
amount of it was tapped off. There could hardly be any easier victims . . . 


But then something very strange occurred. 


In the depths of the planetoid where many other thousands of light people 
awaited the hour of their demise, a hyperdimensional energy field suddenly 
flashed into being, but it was something they could do nothing about. After 
the disturbance in the cavern had died away, the light people were no 
longer alone with their own dead and the remains of the former sentinels. 
Six of the new aliens had materialized in their midst. 

The light creatures fell upon them, invisible and thirsting for life and 
energy. But they were disappointed. The aliens wore shells of some kind 
which were impossible to penetrate. They were enclosed in energy screens 
which seemed to be of a 4dimensional nature. It was an unpalatable kind of 
energy. 

Helplessly the light creatures looked on while the aliens pushed into their 
realm, oblivious to their presence. 


Pucky and Ras Tschubai had gauged their jump very well. 


Based on a further crust analysis by the instruments, they were able to 
assume that the surface of the planetoid was no more than 5 meters thick. 
Each teleporter took two men by the hand to establish bodily contact for the 
jump. Rhodan and Van Moders went with Pucky, and telehypnotist Andre 
Noir and Capt. Mahaut Sikhra went with Ras, the African teleporter. Bell 
had remained behind to observe the action as far as it was possible to do so 
in the Control Central of the THEODORICH. But he was in constant radio 
contact with Rhodan and his companions. 


In addition to their normal spacesuits the six expedition members were 
wearing Arkonide combat suits. A special circuit served to convert their 
normal defense screens into a 4dimensional screen. 


When Rhodan sensed his rematerialization he was surrounded by darkness. 
There was nothing under his feet, and like the others he started a slow fall. 
Quickly turning on his infrasearchlight he saw smooth rock beneath him at 
a distance of about 10 meters. By touching another control he activated the 
sensorscanner which enabled him to see the otherwise invisible Luxites. 
Thus the creatures’ main advantage was overcome. 


“This place is swarming with them!” exclaimed Van Moders as the beam 
of his infrascanner revealed the whitish confusion. “There must be 
thousands and thousands of them.” 


“Like bats only weirder,” commented Pucky. 


When they landed gently on the ground they saw that the Luxites were 
attacking them. 


“Our screens are holding out against them,” said Van Moders with 
satisfaction. “So these life forms are completely threedimensional. Or are 
they life forms at all?” 


“In a certain sense they are,” replied Rhodan gravely. “We’re well aware of 
how manysided life can be. By the way — we’re not on solid ground by any 
means. It feels to me to be soft, almost like a layer of dust.” 


Without paying attention to the whirling phantoms around them, they 
stooped down to investigate the ground. It was in fact covered by a whitish 
layer of dust. Their Geiger counters indicated a light radiation. 


“What could it be?” 


Van Moders had been fanning his lamp beam into the farthest comers of 
the cave. He pointed to a group of Luxites who seemed to be passive. The 
strange creatures either stood or crouched on the ground, swaying slightly 
back and forth, while others lay on the ground and seemed to be going 
through a curious series of contortions, as if in pain. 


“That could be the answer,” said the technologist, pointing at the group. 
“They’re dying because they haven’t any energy. Our appearance gave 
them new hope, but the shock of disappointment is enough to kill them. 
That white dust — it’s their corpses.” 


Rhodan was doubtful. “Their corpses — you mean matter? Alive they 
consist of energy, but as corpses you say they’re material? Isn’t that very 
improbable?” 


“T don’t think they consist entirely of energy, sir. It’s true, they need pure 
energy to live on, but I believe they are semiorganic, an unknown life form 
from Andromeda. In death they go through a kind of metamorphosis, that’s 
all.” 


“That’s good enough for me,” chirped Pucky as he stuck out his tongue at 
the futilely attacking Luxites. “If everybody was wearing a combat suit the 
problem would be solved. No more headaches, no wobbly knees, no more 
fodder for these fireflies. They wouldn’t be able to do a thing to us 
anymore.” As Rhodan was about to speak, he anticipated his objection. 
“All right, I know we haven’t that many combat suits. And besides, that 
wouldn’t rescue the THEODORICH’s space drive. 


Van Moders listened attentively when Pucky mentioned this last item. Then 
he sank into a deep concentration. He followed the others mechanically but 
did not take part in their conversation. He seemed to have encountered a 
vital problem. 


After exploring the giant cavern they came to the realization that the whole 
planetoid must be riddled with such caves, which were most likely 
connected with each other. It was a deduction that later proved to be valid, 
but the biggest surprise still lay ahead of them. 


It was Pucky who made the discovery, and Bell asserted later that no other 
possibility could have come into question, because the mousebeaver was 
the most inquisitive expedition participant alive — a remark, incidentally, 
which Pucky for once considered to be a compliment from him. 


Since the Luxites did not seem to pose any immediate danger to them, the 
group separated into two parties. While Ras took Noir and Sikhra with him 
to investigate the upper caverns, Pucky, Rhodan and Van Moders explored 
the deeper sections of the planetoid. 


They materialized 30 kms beneath the surface and found themselves in a 
gigantic cave where there was not the slightest trace of gravity. Although 
the floor was smooth it revealed no traces of dead Luxites. Nor were any to 
be seen who were alive. The cavern might have been formed purely by an 


accident of nature but the smoothness of the stone floor argued against it. It 
looked artificial, as if someone had melted out the space for a purpose. 


They turned on their searchlights. The powerful beams were reflected from 
flawlessly smooth walls, but no Luxites appeared to take advantage of this 
sudden energy. Down here, everything seemed to be dead and deserted. 


Pucky was still playing his light beam around. “Over there the wall seems 
to be interrupted,” he announced. “Some kind of door, ’d say. Should we 
have a look?” 


Rhodan and Van Moders were still holding hands so as not to delay any 
retreat in case it were necessary, but since no danger appeared to be 
imminent they let loose of one another. 


“Of course we’ll have a look,’ Rhodan decided. “We have to find out 
everything we can about this place. I can’t shake off the feeling that we’ve 
come across something very big — some secret that affects the whole Milky 
Way.” 

All Pucky had been waiting for was a word of encouragement from 
Rhodan. He moved almost weightlessly toward the wall and even lost his 
footing. Before he could regulate his grav field he whirled twice around 
like a top. 

“That’s pure ballet!’ whispered Van Moders delightedly as he and Rhodan 
followed the overzealous mousebeaver. “Bell ought to see this.” 


“What should I see?” inquired Bell, who had heard the remark over the 
radio intercom. “Is somebody putting on a dance?” 


“Yes, Pucky is,” replied Van Moders. “I'l tell you about it later.” 


The mousebeaver ignored the conversation, intent upon gliding through the 
archway into the next chamber. The two men behind him heard him chirp 
in astonishment and then mutter to himself excitedly. They hurried to 
overtake him. 


“What did you find?” asked Rhodan, but he received no answer. 

When they finally entered the room they stood as if paralyzed on the 
threshold. What they saw was indeed amazing, especially since they had 
assumed that there had never been any intelligent life, either on or in the 
planetoid. 

They stood in a gigantic machinery room. 

Their search beams were powerful enough to illuminate the vast chamber 
so that every detail emerged from the eternal darkness. Mighty generators 
rested in long rows between machines of an unknown design. Spherical 


blocks of metal, rectangular mechanical devices, silvery conduits and 
bright red insulators. There were also blank viewscreens and long- 
abandoned instrument and control panels. The whole installation had the 
unmistakable character of a space propulsion setup. Since it was inside a 
planetoid, it offered only one logical explanation. 


Rhodan expressed it: “It’s the same way the Posbis did it — or at least it 
achieved the same effect. The planetoid was separated from its galaxy and 
sent on its long journey. Being hollow, it provided a shelter for the Luxites 
as well as a means of propulsion. But I can’t imagine that these light 
creatures could have conceived and built such an installation.” 


Pucky had pressed on farther into the maze of machinery. Over his helmet 
intercom he had picked up Rhodan’s statement, and since he was 
completely in agreement with it he had no comment to make. He also heard 
Van Moders say he didn’t think the Luxites had such technical abilities, 
quite aside from the fact that he couldn’t imagine how nonphysical beings 
could accomplish physical work. 


The mousebeaver arrived at the end of a narrow passage he had found and 
finally beheld what he had been searching for instinctively. His cry of 
astonishment was heard by the two men. 


Rhodan tensed, suddenly worried. “What is it, Pucky? Do you hear me? 
What’s happened?” 


They both listened breathlessly for an answer, which finally came. 


“Everything!” Pucky’s voice sounded shrill and distorted, although this 
could have been the fault of the radio intercom. “Just get yourselves in 
here!” 


Rhodan was relieved. When Pucky spoke in such a manner there could be 
no danger involved. He had merely discovered something he wanted them 
to see. They followed the passage without difficulty and soon saw him up 
ahead of them. It was only after they had joined him that they saw what he 
had discovered. 


It was a large hall with a low ceiling, separated from the machine room 
only by the passage and a rectangular door. The lack of an atmosphere had 
preserved everything just as it had been for centuries or millennia or even 
longer. 


Including the Laurins... 


They were dead, and had been so for unthinkable ages. They lay there 
haphazardly in various odd positions just as death must have overtaken 
them. At first glance they looked somewhat like men, but on closer 


inspection the marked contrast to the humanoid life form was discernible. 


They appeared to be posts that were almost two meters long. At the upper 
end of the thin body was a long neck topped by a head no larger than a fist. 
The feeble looking arms, as colorless as the entire body, were reminiscent 
of snakes. Two arms, three legs, three eyes. There could be no further 
doubt concerning the situation here. The Laurins had converted the 
planetoid into a gigantic spaceship with which they intended to traverse the 
vast Abyss. 


The inferences to be drawn from this were frightening. 


“They’ve done it!” exclaimed Rhodan while he continued to stare at the 
ghastly mass grave of the enemy. “They succeeded in bridging the Abyss, 
perhaps many thousands of years ago. Our scientists will be able to 
determine the age of these cadavers, and then we’ll know. But why did they 
fly to Andromeda and go to such a tremendous effort if they only wanted to 
steal a planetoid and bring it to the Milky Way? Couldn’t they have 
procured or made one at far less cost?” 


Van Moders shook his head. “Not with a crew of Luxites on board,” he 
said. 


“What do you mean by that?” asked Rhodan. 


The robotics expert narrowed his eyes as if on the verge of expressing one 
of his theories. “The Laurins are too intelligent to do something like this 
without a good reason. They and the Posbis have been deadly enemies for 
unknown ages. They would do anything to destroy the robots. Can you 
think of any better means than the Luxites? — creatures who live on energy 
and haven’t any scruples about taking it from whatever source they sniff 
out? The Laurins knew what they were doing. I don’t know where the 
Luxites come from, but certainly they’re not from our own galaxy. So the 
Laurins picked them up from the Andromeda nebula. Maybe they were 
familiar with some ancient expedition reports and were guided by them. It 
will always be a mystery how they captured the light creatures and forced 
them to stay inside the hollowedout planetoid, but at any rate they did it. 
During their journey the propulsion failed them, their food supplies ran out, 
and the air regeneration didn’t work any more. The Laurins died, the 
Luxites managed to survive. Starving and near death, they continued 
onward through the void toward the Milky Way. Then we came here. 
That’s the story — but only as far as this planetoid is concerned.” 


Rhodan met Van Moders’ meaningful gaze. “You mean — there could be 
others on their way?” 


The technologist nodded. “I’m even convinced of it. An entire fleet of these 
prepared planetoids, filled with starved energy beings who are only waiting 
to fall upon suns, inhabited worlds or spaceships — that’s the most terrible 
danger there has ever been. I’m sure the Laurins planned to steer these 
planetoids so that they would collide with the Posbi worlds. It would be a 
complete catastrophe for the robots. And the most beautiful part of that, 
Mr. Rhodan, would be that later the Laurins could collect all the Posbis at 
their leisure and in complete immunity. Only the hated plasma would be 
destroyed, but not the robots themselves. A complete conquest without the 
slightest destruction. Very ingeniously thought out.” 


Bell spoke up from the THEODORICH. “That’s not ingenious, Van 
Moders, it’s fiendish! If your theory is true —” 


“Tt’s valid, Mr. Bell, you can bet on it!” 


“All right, if it’s a fact, then the Milky Way is in danger! Who knows how 
many of these planetoids are en route — and how many of them have their 
propulsion systems still working? We have to try to find and capture 
them!” 


Pucky had walked down the long rows of dead Laurins and by now was 
back to his starting point. He, too, had heard Bell’s remarks. “It’s a threat 
that can’t be underestimated,” he agreed. “These Laurins are dead, but what 
about the Luxites that have our ship under siege? How do we get away 
from them? Van Moders, what do you suggest? You always come up with 
smart ideas.” 


“T’ve already given some thought to that, Pucky. Maybe I have a solution, 
but first P'd like to talk to Dr. Keller and Major Nacro. They know the 
Kalup absorber better than I do.” 


“The absorption field?” asked Rhodan, puzzled. “What does that have to do 
with the Luxites?” 


Van Moders smiled. “I’d rather not talk about it yet, sir, but I believe we’ Il 
find a way to escape from the Luxites. Not only that — we’ll trim those 
monsters’ feathers for them. Feathers .. . ? Well, in away . . .” Nothing 
more could be gotten from him. 


They attempted to count the corpses but soon gave it up. There must have 
been more than a thousand Laurins who had died here. 


Ras, Noir and Sikhra had not discovered anything. While making their 
explorations they were continuously followed by swarms of the light 
creatures and futilely attacked. They had found neither machine 
installations nor Laurins. But they were relieved when Pucky appeared 


again with Rhodan and Van Moders. Of course they had heard the 
conversations between them and the ship and were aware of what was 
happening. The horror of the situation had gripped them all. 


A group teleport jump brought them back to the THEODORICH. 


ok 


Col. Claudrin had remained in his custommade flight seat. His voice 
thundered. “A planetoid spaceship — that’s fantastic! After all, we shouldn’t 
forget that this planetoid is just about 850 kms in diameter. It takes an 
enormous amount of energy to move it — probably even through 
hyperspace.” 


Rhodan nodded. “Regardless of that the purpose of this effort should be 
clear to us. The Laurins could have brought the planetoid with its starving 
energy creatures close to the Posbi planets. There the Luxites could have 
fallen in a frenzy of hunger on anything that showed a spark of energy. The 
first to be destroyed would have been the Posbis’ plasma brains. So much 
for that — we couldn’t have done anything about it, and also it wouldn’t 
have made much difference to us how the Laurins finished off the Posbis — 
but then comes a danger that can affect us, as well. Misguided planetoids or 
those with broken down propulsion units could enter our galaxy. Imagine 
what would happen if such a body were to be captured by our own sun! 
Would we have any defenses at all if the Luxites attacked?” 


“Which brings us to the subject,” said Van Moders. It seemed that he had 
been waiting for this opportunity. “We’re in a fix right here, trying to think 
of a defense against them. Just before this discussion I was with Keller and 
Major Nacro down in the machine central. We had a detailed confab 
concerning the workings of the Kalup converter, and I discovered an 
interesting fact — something so simple that ordinarily we would hardly have 
considered it.” 


He paused, leaving a loaded silence while he looked around in triumph at 
his listeners. Rhodan smiled but did not condescend to ask him the 
question. Bell’s mouth was gaping, which in turn brought Pucky’s incisor 
to grinning prominence. However, there was no basis for levity here. The 
THEODORICH ’s situation was too desperate. 


Van Moders calmly continued: “So what would be a simple, ordinary fact 
which in our case suddenly becomes interesting? You all know that the 
Kalup converters generate the absorption field, and in so doing they 
consume energy in order to produce hyper impulses. These impulses leave 


the Einstein universe and disappear forever in hyperspace, which is 5th- 
dimensional. Well, what deduction can be made from that? Yes, Mr. Bell?” 


Bell had closed his mouth suddenly, which Van Moders interpreted as a 
sign that he was about to say something. But Bell had no question to ask, 
although he appeared to have grasped what the robotics expert was 
inferring. Rhodan also nodded, indicating that he understood. 


Claudrin was the only one who spoke up: “Ha! — if that would only work! 
You’re thinking of a pretty fancy experiment, Van Moders. Can you 
guarantee that the propulsion system won’t be damaged, and —” 


Rhodan interrupted, hastening to defend him. “Unfortunately, Mr. Van 
Moders can guarantee nothing. How could he, Commodore? But does that 
make any difference? Look at the viewscreens! We’re under constant attack 
by the Luxites. It’s lucky for us that they’re concentrating on the engines 
and other power equipment, whereas their attacks against humans are 
haphazard and intermittent. And that’s bad enough. Almost half of the crew 
is in sick bay or laid up in their quarters. We’ ll go down the tube eventually 
if we don’t try something, in such a situation it is of littke consequence 
whether or not there are any guarantees in the matter. We simply have to 
find out if Van Moders’ theory can stand the test.” 


When Claudrin looked quizzically at Van Moders, the latter condescended 
to explain: “I’m going on the premise that the Luxites are 3dimensional 
like we are. Since they feed on pure energy, it’s logical that that’s what 
they consist of. If we can attract and pull them in with the tractor beams, 
and bring them to the poles of the converters, they’ll automatically be 
converted into hyper impulses and will vanish into hyperspace. In other 
words: we’ ll be rid of them.” 


“How simple!” exclaimed Bell. It could be seen by his expression that he 
was chagrined not to have thought of it himself. “Even easier than shooting 
at them.” 


“Precisely,” Van Moders confirmed. “The idea came to me while we were 
down inside the planetoid, but I was distracted by the discovery of the 
Laurins. Anyway, let’s hope it works.” 


“It’s going to cost us a massive amount of energy,” muttered Claudrin in 
rumbling tones. 


“We still have enough,” said Rhodan reassuringly. “The main thing is, we 
have to know if we have a weapon against the Luxites. Many more of them 
can be en route in other planetoids, and if their propulsion units are 
functioning they could reach our galaxy today, tomorrow or maybe in 100 


years. It could be that some have already arrived and we’re not aware of it 
yet. But one thing is clear: the Immortal had a good reason for giving us the 
position of this planetoid. We should be grateful to him — if we succeed in 
getting away from here. 


“If I know him,” chirped Pucky, “he’ll laugh himself sick if we’re stuck 
here.” Then he added quickly: “But [ll bet that he’d help us in an 
emergency.” 


“Perhaps,” said Rhodan cautiously as he got to his feet. “Van Moders, I 
believe there are no objections to your proposal. When do you want to start 
the experiment?” 


“T spoke with Major Nacro about that. He thinks we ought to give ourselves 
three hours. In the meantime we have to try to lure all of the Luxites to the 
surface so that no more of them will be hiding inside the planetoid. I 
suggest we leave that to the energy guns. Nothing could be more attractive 
to the Luxites than a continuous bombardment.” 


“It will be a pleasure to feed the monsters!” chirped Pucky with 
enthusiasm. He patted the handles of his hand beamers significantly. 


“We also have to lure the Luxites outside who are here in the ship,” advised 
Rhodan. “Maybe it will really work if we fire off a few salvos with the 
main guns.” 


The adventure appeared to be more or less a game play, but in actuality the 
Luxites were a deadly threat. Here in the Abyss where there were no suns 
or planets they were relatively weak and helpless. But if such a planetoid 
were to materialize in the middle of the galaxy and perhaps detonate as the 
result of a planned explosion, the hunger crazed light creatures would 
descend upon the nearest suns and planets and rob them of their lifegiving 
stores of energy. 


And that, Rhodan knew, must never happen. 


6. 
ANDROMEDA THREAT 


The energy bombardment was not in vain. 


The ravening fire had not only lured the Luxites out of their hiding places 
but had also aided them by blasting many new openings in the surface 
crust. Partly invisible and sometimes exhibiting a rosy tint, the eerie horde 
welled forth from the recesses of the planetoid and reeled in giddy swarms 
around the ship. They performed a hideous, festive dance and were only 
prevented from penetrating the THEODORICH by the intermittent energy 
shots. 


Then, quite suddenly, the brilliant bolts of lightning were extinguished. The 
ghostly ballet came to a stop. 


Rhodan, Van Moders, Bell and Claudrin were watching the Luxites’ 
reactions in the viewscreens. In a few seconds they would know if the first 
phase of their plan would succeed. Hesitantly, some of the Luxites 
separated themselves from the waiting horde and started to approach the 
THEODORICH. 


Rhodan nodded a signal to Van Moders. The robotics expert glanced at the 
intercom screen, where Major Nacro’s tense face was visible. He was in the 
machine central, waiting for the order to begin. 


“Now!” 


Seconds later a shimmering trace of the tractor beam reached out over the 
surface of the planetoid. It was not as spectacular as the previous display of 
energy discharges from the cannons, but it was considerably more 
effective. 


When the Luxites sensed the new source of energy they pounced upon it 
like starving wolves. They swarmed over it in droves and were 
immediately caught and held fast by its powerful attraction. A swirling 
chaos of helpless Luxites streamed into the ship. 


Again, Van Moders nodded a signal to Nacro. “Activate the converters!” 


At first, nothing changed outside. Increasing numbers of Luxites were 
trapped by the tractor beam and whisked into the machine central of the 
THEODORICH where they landed on the poles of the converters and 
clustered there. Thus packed together they took up very little room, 


appearing to form a thick layer of compressed gases. 


Rhodan had not taken his eyes from the viewscreens. “Almost all of them 
have disappeared. Only a few of them are still coming out of the planetoid 
— and they head immediately for the tractor beam. I think you can go ahead 
now without raising the suspicions of the remaining few — if they are 
capable of suspicion in the first place.” 


Van Moders spoke to Nacro: “Hyper impulses!” 
The converters were opened to their maximum. 


The observers inside could not see what was happening entirely, but by the 
glow in the engines under the rim bulge they knew that hyper impulses 
were leaving the ship. If anyone had been out on the surface of the 
planetoid he would have been able, of course, to witness a remarkable 
phenomenon. 


The THEODORICH began to glow brightly around its equator. There, 
where the engines were mounted, billions and superbillions of gleaming 
particles left the hull and shot outward into the void, where they attenuated, 
vanished into hyperspace. Having been absorbed as energy by the 
converters and changed to impulses, the Luxites could no longer exist in 
their normal form. They “slipped” into the 5th dimension and remained 
there. 


Ten minutes later, Pucky made a jump out onto the surface of the planetoid 
and confirmed that the ranks of the light creatures had thinned out. Fewer 
and fewer of the Luxites were trapped by the tractor beam and drawn to 
their destruction. Then there were none at all. 


Van Moders have the order to shut down the converters. The rumbling 
inside the ship ceased and the vibrations died out. 


Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief and stretched out his hand to Van Moders. 
“Well, you did it and we’re all grateful to you. Do you think now that we 
have a weapon against the Luxites that would be a defense in case they 
attacked the Earth?” 


“Certainly,” replied Van Moders as he returned the pressure of Rhodan’s 
hand. “We can construct special converters with superpowerful poles and 
tractor beams. Once installed on any endangered worlds, they can destroy 
any Luxites who dare to come close. No, I don’t believe that they represent 
a major threat any longer — if we detect their arrival early enough.” 

Rhodan smiled. “That’s the basic assumption with any enemy, if one 
wishes to overcome him.” He became serious again, however, and turned 
to Claudrin. “Commodore, what would you say to a try at taking off from 


here? I'd like to get back to the Milky Way as soon as possible. Who 
knows how many of these fiendish things are already under way?” 


Pucky straightened up. “I was hoping I could take another look at the 
planetoid, now that it’s peaceful.” 


“Not now,” said Rhodan. “We’ve found out who’s behind this, and 
probably that’s what the Immortal meant to show us when he gave us these 
co-ordinates. We haven’t accomplished our actual purpose since we 
haven’t located Barkon. We wanted to know more about the mental 
plasma. Instead of that we’ve discovered the means the Laurins have for 
destroying the plasma. Which means we’ve uncovered their primary 
weapon and can prepare ourselves for any attack. Also I know now why the 
Laurins have been so quiet lately. They intend to leave the attack against us 
in the hands of the Luxites. Actually I’m sorry for these misused 
creatures.” 


“Creatures?” echoed Claudrin contemptuously. 


“Yes,” Rhodan asserted. His tone was unusually sharp. “They are living 
creatures, intelligent beings, even if we don’t understand them. They have a 
right to their existence, otherwise they would not exist. They may seem to 
be hostile but in reality they are not. They merely have the characteristic of 
wanting to absorb energy and store it in themselves, and the Laurins have 
taken advantage of it for their own desperate purposes. The Luxites have no 
guilt in the matter. I would only destroy them if there were no other 
recourse.” 


Claudrin fell silent and looked at the viewscreen, obviously embarrassed. 


“You caught it that time,” chirped Pucky as he waddled to the couch. “You 
should see your face now!” 


“We start in half an hour,” ordered Rhodan as he nodded to Pucky. “You 
and I — we'll take that little stroll first, on the planetoid.” He smiled. 
“You’re not going all by yourself.” 


Seconds later, the two of them disappeared. 


*k 


The engines began to hum. Commodore Claudrin activated the lowest stage 
of acceleration. The THEODORICH rose up slowly from the planetoid and 
gradually moved out into space toward the distant Milky Way. 


During the first period of flight the sick bay emptied itself of patients. The 
men recovered quickly and were able to take over their posts again. The 


energy drain by the Luxites had not caused any deleterious aftereffects. 


The return flight was as uneventful as their thrust outward into the Abyss. 
The propulsion system worked faultlessly, all engines quickly recovering 
from stress during the regularly scheduled pauses, at which times the 
THEODORICH swept onward toward the distant ribbon of the Milky Way 
at normal light speed. Andromeda had already grown visibly smaller. 


It wasn’t until the 5th day of the journey that Major Nacro convened a 
secret conference of the specialists on board. Rhodan was also present. Van 
Moders stood motionlessly beside him and appeared to be worried. 


The speaker was Dr. Bernard Keller, the dark, slender Austrian. “During 
this expedition it was my task to record any potential damage to the 
propulsion system and to analyze my findings. I was to determine whether 
or not the linear spacedrive could withstand longer flights without 
symptoms of fatigue. Should that be the case, then it could be concluded 
that one day it will be possible for a Terran ship to traverse the entire 
distance to the Andromeda nebula. I’m sorry to inform you that the 
extraordinary strain the THEODORICH has been subjected to will have 
serious consequences.” 


Rhodan looked questioningly at Van Moders. The technologist nodded 
almost imperceptibly, which indicated that he knew of this. 


Keller raised a hand reassuringly as he continued. “There is no need to be 
concerned at present, although I deemed it advisable not to inform the crew 
of what we have found. It is a fact that fatigue symptoms have appeared 
which call for an immediate general overhaul of the entire propulsion 
system. Of course during the flight and without the necessary wharf 
facilities this is not possible, but it would be still more impossible if we had 
continued flying toward Andromeda. We all presume that the 
THEODORICH can complete the return flight to the Milky Way without 
damage — but I can tell you now with certainty that a flight to Andromeda 
under the same technical conditions would lead to inevitable catastrophe.” 


Rhodan looked at him for a moment and then nodded. “I thank you, Dr. 
Keller, for your frank statement. Then would you recommend that we 
continue our flight without longer rest periods?” 


“There’s practically no danger at present. The likelihood of a catastrophe 
would be only after another million light years of flight. Of course it could 
happen, even now, but it’s improbable. It could happen just as easily during 
a takeoff from the Earth.” 


There was nothing in Rhodan’s expression to reveal the disappointment he 


must have felt. “PIl issue the necessary instructions to Commodore 
Claudrin,” he said calmly. “By the way, may I ask you to write up the 
detailed results of your investigation and provide me with a copy? We’ll 
have to go into all of this later.” 


Soon thereafter the THEODORICH glided into its next flight period. The 
propulsion operated flawlessly and without change. Only a few men on 
board knew how great the strain of the journey had been on the machinery 
and structural material. If only a part of the system were to fail now, it 
might take days before the trouble was repaired. If many parts should fail . . 
? 

As the Andromeda nebula continued to dwindle in apparent size, it finally 
acquired its more familiar elongated nebular shape — so incredibly far 
away. To a similar degree the glittering band of the Milky Way expanded, 
seeming to leap forward perceptibly every few hours, becoming 
correspondingly larger. 


When they were within 10000 light years of the galactic rim, Rhodan 
established a hypercom contact with Atlan. For the first time in almost four 
weeks he again heard the voice of someone who was not on board the 
THEODORICH. 


Atlan had no news to report. Everything had remained quiet. There had 
been no new attacks by the Laurins, and nothing had been seen of the 
Posbis. The Akons had been uncommunicative and appeared to be waiting, 
although what they were waiting for could not be determined. There had 
also been no internal problems to speak of. 

Rhodan thanked his friend but refrained from relating to him the experience 
with the Luxites. Atlan would learn about it soon enough. 

The last of the flight periods began. When the THEODORICH entered the 
Milky Way it set a direct course for Wanderer. Rhodan had made a firm 
decision to ask the Immortal a few questions, and this time he would not 
permit himself to be put off by subtle evasions. On the other hand he had to 
admit that he had every reason to be grateful to the Immortal for his latest 
tip. 

Two days later, the THEODORICH landed on Wanderer. 
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This time there were two humanlike figures who stood on the landing field 
and waited for the Terrans. While the THEODORICH settled gently to the 
ground, Rhodan studied them on the viewscreen with a frowning 


intentness. 


Bell stood next to him. “One of them is Homunk, he said, “but who’s the 
other one? A new robot?” 


Rhodan slowly shook his head. “Hardly. I think the Immortal is not going 
to refuse to see visitors.” He continued to study the old man with the long 
white beard who stood motionlessly next to Homunk, “There’s no doubt 
some reason why he’s chosen to appear in a form that will generate an 
instinctive reaction of compassion and sympathy.” 


“Do you mean to say —?” Bell fell silent as he stared at the viewscreen. It 
was true. The old man was capable of arousing a feeling of compassion — 
even sympathetic response. One might be moved to even feel sorry for him, 
the way he stood there on the large landing field, looking alone and 
helpless. He even supported himself with a gnarled walking stick. 


“It is he,” said Rhodan decisively. “Pucky, bring me to him! The 
THEODORICH will remain ready for takeoff. We won’t be here very 
long.” 


The mousebeaver grasped Rhodan’s hand, made a brief calculation, and 
then both of them dematerialized. 


When Rhodan could see again he met the kindly but searching gaze of the 
old man, who was anything but surprised by his sudden materialization. 
Pucky released his hand and remained unusually quiet. It almost seemed as 
if he had been gripped by an unwonted shyness, or perhaps he was relying 
more on his instinct than Rhodan. 


“IT congratulate you on your safe return,” said the old man in a gentle yet 
impressive tone of voice. Homunk, gave Rhodan an expressionless not and 
withdrew. “How do you like my new form?” 


“At least it’s easier to adjust to than a shining ball of light or shimmering 
mist,” admitted Rhodan with a smile and a light bow. “Thanks for the 
welcome. We came close to not coming back at all. Were you aware of that 
danger?” 

“Would I have given you those co-ordinates otherwise, Rhodan?” 


He lifted his cane to point toward a nearby hill. Not far from where they 
stood was an inviting bench which had not been there a moment before. It 
was an unvoiced invitation, so they walked over to it leisurely. Pucky 
followed at a distance. 


They sat down together. The atom sun shone warmly down upon them. A 
soft, balmy breeze stirred the Immortal’s long white beard. 


“You deceived me because you said we would find Barkon at that 
position.” 

“In no way did I claim such a thing. I only said I would give you the 
position. I also told you that you would undergo danger and that you would 
have a surprising experience. All of this has transpired.” 


“You wanted me to encounter this danger from the Luxites?” 


“Yes, that was my intent. This is a threat out of the past, inasmuch as the 
Laurins launched the hollow planetoids more than 10000 Earth years ago. 
Although their relative velocity has been slow, the time is not long hence 
before the intact planetoid ships will reach our galaxy. This you had to 
know, and that is why I gave you the position of the defective planetoid. It 
was necessary for you to handle this danger by yourself — and that you 
accomplished.” 


Rhodan was struck by a sudden thought. If it was valid, then there was a 
very logical motivation behind the Immortal’s show of cooperation. “These 
Luxites, that’s what we named the energy beings — are they a threat to you 
also?” 


The old man, who was probably the mightiest entity in the universe, looked 
into Rhodan’s eyes and then slowly nodded. “You know who I am — a 
composite being, comprising the community intellect of an extinct race. I 
am energy, capable of taking on any form I please at any time. My whole 
basis is energy, which is the sustenance the Luxites search for. I can’t 
counteract them with energy because I would only be feeding them. As for 
the material nature . . . ? Rhodan, the Luxites; are a life form which is 
hostile to my own. If such a planetoid were to strike Wanderer and break 
through the time screen, I would be lost. . .” 


This confession came as a shock to Rhodan. He shook his head. “That I 
don’t believe — I can’t believe it. You live in another time plane, by your 
own choice or when you please. You would be out of reach for the Luxites. 
Even we ourselves were able to destroy them by converting them into 
hyper impulses, another energy form.” 


“IT know, Perry Rhodan. Your flight into the Abyss has been profitable. For 
you and for me. Now you know the danger and you are forearmed. And I 
know that one day I will have a powerful ally if I need you.” It appeared 
that he had satisfied himself with the discussion. He leaned forward slightly 
and pointed with the end of his cane at Pucky who had sat down a few 
meters away on the warm, sandy ground. “Well, what’s with my little furry 
friend? Are you still as impudent as ever?” 


Pucky looked up. There was a flicker of amusement in his eyes, but he 
answered in a surprisingly gentle and peaceful manner. “Only when it’s 
necessary...” 


“Aha!” exclaimed the Immortal appreciatively. He seemed to consider 
whether or not to put the challenge to a test, but then he turned to Rhodan. 
“T have another thing to say to you, my friend. The Abyss is still too vast 
for you and your Terrans, that you should know by now. It will require 
more than your linear spacedrive to conquer it. You would never reach the 
Andromeda nebula — and even if you did, your return would be blocked. It 
is not yet the time...” 


“But the Laurins were able to do it!” Rhodan interrupted with a trace of 
rancor. 


“In those days, yes — but today not so easily, if at all. No, listen to me, 
Rhodan! Do not attempt it frivolously. Perhaps you will find the right way 
some day, and —” He paused, startled, peering into Rhodan’s eyes as if to 
read his thoughts. Then he laughed aloud suddenly and shoved his cane 
deep into the sand in front of the bench. “Rhodan! Rhodan! What are you 
thinking!? Surely you’re not going to —!?” He stopped and raised a warning 
finger. “You have wild ideas, my friend! Beware that you don’t put them 
into practice! Should you ever reach the Andromeda nebula, then know that 
dangers await you there which your wildest imaginings could not envision! 
The Luxites are nothing by comparison. There is Andromeda, Nature itself 
would be against you because it is not the Nature you know.” 


Rhodan pondered over this warning but was not able to imagine an alien 
‘Nature.’ He waved it off. “It will still be some time before we risk a jump 
across the Abyss. When it comes to that, we’ll seek your advice.” 


The Immortal changed the subject again. “Four weeks ago you reminded 
me of a debt of gratitude, and I gave you the position of the planetoid. Be 
thankful that I did not divulge Barkon’s location to you because a flight 
there would have brought certain death to you and your entire crew. You 
would not only have become lost in space but in time, as well. Considering 
this, Perry, we have balanced the accounts. Yet there are also the Luxites — 
which means we’ll never be even with each other where debts are 
concerned.” 


“T thank you,” said Rhodan simply. 


The old man, as timeless and deathless as Eternity, got slowly to his feet. 
“T’ll give you one last piece of advice,” he said, as Rhodan also got up and 
the two of them started slowly toward the THEODORICH. “Try 


immediately to make a contact from Arkon 3 with the Posbi world of a 
hundred suns, and to warn the plasma brains about the Luxites. Perhaps 
you will not get an answer, but one day you may be able to remind the 
Posbis of this warning and ask for a favor in return. But never reveal to 
anyone how you succeeded in surviving the attack of the energy beings. 
That should remain your secret — our secret! 


They came to a stop. The old man gave Rhodan his hand while the walking 
stick dissolved in the air and vanished. “Farewell, Perry Rhodan. It will go 
well for you as long as you know who your friends are. And perhaps one 
day it may well be that I will have to ask a favor of you — but then I hope 
you won’t ask too high a price for it. The two of us, you and I, are shrewd 
traders. We don’t deceive each other but we both drive a hard bargain.” 


While Rhodan was still gripping the old man’s hand, he felt it attenuate. 
Two seconds later his hand was suspended in empty air. The old man had 
disappeared. In his place floated a brilliant white sphere which rose upward 
then, gaining speed as it receded toward the distant mountains. Then it 
disappeared. 


Pucky came waddling up to Rhodan. “It was a harmless trick this time,” he 
announced with relief. “An old geezer who turns into a football. Not bad!” 


“Be careful, Pucky,” Rhodan warned him. “You’re always making the 
mistake of forgetting the Immortal just because you can’t see him. He can 
be standing invisibly beside you right now.” 


Pucky took a cautious look around in all directions. Then he grasped 
Rhodan’s hand. “Care for a jump?” 


Two minutes later the THEODORICH took off without mishap and thrust 
into the clear blue sky. This time the Immortal seemed to be dispensing 
with his jokes, allowing them to depart unscathed. 


When Wanderer finally dwindled into a disc and vanished behind the time 
screen, Pucky suddenly materialized in the Control Central. No one had 
noticed that he had left it. The mousebeaver was shaking in all his limbs as 
he made for the couch and jumped onto it. He gave Bell a warning look but 
sought Rhodan’s eyes imploringly. 

It was only when they pressed him for an explanation that he reported what 
had happened. He claimed that near the mess hall he had been accosted by 
ten giant cats. They had appeared from all sides and had laughed horribly 
as they jumped at him. Regular cats, but ten times larger than normal. 


“Space fever!” exclaimed Bell concernedly, shaking his head. “How did 
you get away from them?” 


“You would have scrammed out of there, too!” Pucky fairly hissed at him. 
“What — from a bunch of mirages? Never!” 


“[’m always the victim!” chirped Pucky disconsolately. “The Immortal is 
always doing me in! And of all things — cats! He knows very well that ’'m 
afraid of cats when they are as big as full-grown tigers!” 


Bell’s face was a picture. “You mean, the Immortal?” He looked around 
him anxiously. “And cats? Ye gods, what has he thought up for me!? 
Always these crazy tricks!” 


After the first flight period, Bell retired to his cabin to catch a few hours of 
sleep. He had hardly closed the door before his eyes opened wide. Purring 
and comfortably rolled up for snoozing were ten ordinary cats on his bed. 
Some of them raised their heads, purred at him and yawned contentedly. 
Then they stretched out and continued to snooze. 


Bell abstained from shooing the creatures from his bed or reporting the 
incident. He merely stretched out next to the bed and because of his 
weariness he swiftly fell asleep. By so doing, he consoled himself, he 
would get even with the Immortal. 


The only consequence was that on the next morning when Pucky came to 
awaken his friend a lively debate developed over whether or not such a 
long space journey might have certain effects on the human brain. Because 
Pucky found it to be quite a suspicious circumstance when a grown man 
like Bell chose to sleep on the floor, while he had a fresh made bed that was 
only waiting for him to slip into it. 


Gonozal VIII, Imperator of Arkon, better known to Terrans as Atlan, 
listened silently to Rhodan’s report without interruption. Then, when 
Rhodan finished, he looked out the broad window of the palace at the 
spaceport of Arkon 3 where the mighty sphere of the THEODORICH was 
undergoing an emergency short overhaul and being prepared for its flight to 
Terra. 
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“So you call them Luxites?” he said thoughtfully. “Hmm... Luxites 
Rhodan explained. “When they absorb energy they glow intensively.” 

“Oh, it isn’t that I was thinking of,” replied Atlan. “I could almost swear 
that somewhere in the distant past such creatures as these Luxites appeared 
in our galaxy. Please don’t ask me at the moment because I couldn’t give 
you any information about them, yet the memory of them is buried deeply 


in my subconsciousness. Someday it will come to the surface. At any rate 
they represent a frightful danger. Most definitely for the mental plasma, 
which is peacefully disposed toward us. So if the Immortal recommends it, 
let’s go ahead and warn the plasma brains. 


“Ts the cosmic transmitter ready for sending?” 


“An order to that effect has been issued since you had indicated as much. 
May I have the text of the message now?” He took the slip that Rhodan 
handed him. “Very well — cybernetic impulse, hypercom. Repeat ten times. 
Will you wait here for the answer?” 


“No, I'd probably have to wait a long time. There are many important 
things to do on Earth. You can reach me at any time during my flight back, 
otherwise through the station in Terrania. Report to me immediately if 
there is any reaction from the plasma. It’s vital. We have to convince it that 
we are its friends. If we go to Andromeda someday we will be faced with 
grave dangers, but it will be reassuring to know that we will have at least 
one friend there: the plasma planet, of whose existence the Laurins were 
aware.” 


While the hypercom impulses were transmitted from Arkon 3, the 
THEODORICH took off and began its homeward journey to Earth. The 
flight was made without incident, and two days later the ship landed safely 
at the great spaceport of Terrania. 


Rhodan disembarked at once with Bell and inquired of Terrania’s 
Communications Centre if any message from Arkon had been received in 
the meantime. The negative answer disappointed him because he had hoped 
that the world of 100 suns would at least give a confirmation of having 
received the warning. But the plasma brains did not respond. They would 
probably only do so when a planetoidload of starving Luxites descended 
upon them. 

It was a small consolation. 

On the following day, Rhodan received the comprehensive report 
concerning the status of the THEODORICH’s propulsion system, which 
had been signed by Dr. Bernard Keller. Rhodan read it through and then 
gave it to Bell. He waited patiently until his friend had studied it. 

“Well, what do you think of it?” he asked. 

When Bell looked up, his brow was furrowed. He wore such a forlorn 
expression that Rhodan was forced to laugh. 


“What’s so funny?” Bell asked indignantly. “It’s a catastrophe if you ask 
me! Engines totally worn out. General overhaul a priority recommendation. 


If this report isn’t exaggerating, what’s left of the scrap pile wouldn’t get us 
to the Moon!” 


“You’re the one who’s exaggerating, Bell. Certainly there are structural 
fatigue symptoms, which according to the serious verdict of the technicians 
is tantamount to total exhaustion. That’s only to be expected of a 
continuous maximum work load. But I am convinced that we will even find 
the way and the means to eliminate these fatigue phenomena. What 
produces them actually? It isn’t just the maximum load factor but 
particularly the duration of the peak load condition. So what we have to do 
is shorten the duration of the peak demand, and then we’ll have the 
problem licked.” 


“Do you mean — fly faster?” 


Rhodan smiled and shook his head. “No. We simply have to shorten the 
distance.” 


Bell stared at him, perplexed. “Shorten the distance to Andromeda? I don’t 
understand. How can you do that? You’re looking at 1.5 million light years. 
We may have achieved a lot and pulled off a lot of stunts in our time, Perry, 
but even we can’t do the impossible!” 


Rhodan leaned toward him. “Do you know what’s impossible and what 
isn’t? A hundred years ago, what would you have thought impossible that 
today is taken for granted? Well now, my friend — such is the case with 
shortening the distance to Andromeda. In that regard I have an idea or two. 
[ll admit they’re more than fantastic but they have a grain of reality in 
them. Maybe it’ll take another 100 years, but one day we’ll board a ship 
that will take us to an alien universe.” 


At first Bell made no answer as he studied Rhodan silently. Then he finally 
nodded. “Maybe you’re right and I’m too skeptical. Since we’ve done so 
much already, why should the Andromeda nebula be beyond our reach? 
But when it happens it will be the greatest adventure that man has ever 
experienced. The flight to the Moon, to the nearest star, to another star 
cluster or one of the spiral arms of the Milky Way — those are picnic 
excursions compared to what is waiting for us on the other side of the 
Abyss. But I want to be a part of that excursion, Perry. Some day .. . 


Rhodan looked down through his window at the broad avenues of the city 
and their flowing streams of traffic. People hurried along the conveyor 
walks to their work. Air cars and other urban craft glided almost 
weightlessly along over the tops of the buildings. In the distance the sharp 
peak of a pyramid pierced the clear western skyline — the tomb of a friend 


whose spirit had never returned from Eternity . . . 


“Yes, one day we will make the attempt,” he said. “It will be the beginning 
of a new historical era.” 


The intercom buzzed. A group of scientists wished to speak with Rhodan. 
They wanted to report the status of their research concerning the 
transformation cannons. 


Rhodan sighed. He was back to the daily grind. 


THE END 


After meeting with the ghost army of the Luxites Perry Rhodan has realized 
that the current Terran technology is not yet capable of conquering the 
interstellar distance between the Milky Way and Andromeda galaxies. 

But, who or what is hiding behind the strong force field in the void. . .? 


Find out in the next adventure: BEHIND THE WALL OF TIME. 


